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      She had to kill them. That’s all she knew. She didn’t know why. She didn’t know the circumstances. Hell, she didn’t even know her own name. But as she held the list in her hand, with three handwritten names on it, she knew they had to die. It was such an overwhelming feeling that she knew it had to be true.

      She was a pretty woman, average height, with dirty blonde hair and a slim figure. But she couldn’t figure out what she was doing there. She put her hands inside the pockets of her jeans, but nothing was there. As she looked around at her surroundings, it looked like she was in a pretty trashy place. The floor was dirty, the bed was basically just a cot, the lighting was bad with only a single lamp in the room, and she could smell the stench coming from the bathroom, looking like it had not been cleaned in weeks. She put the list down on the bed and walked over to the window and looked out, seeing the motel’s name lit up brightly along the side of the road.

      Her head was cloudy and she had a migraine. She sat down on a rickety old chair that looked like it was about to fall apart. It creaked and rocked as she held her head with both hands. She struggled to remember why she was there. Or even how long she’d been there. Nothing was coming back to her. She couldn’t even remember where she was yesterday. As she held both sides of her head, panic started setting in. Why couldn’t she remember anything?

      After a few more minutes went by, the pain in her head slowly started to subside. She got out of her chair and started looking around the room, searching for anything that would tell her anything about herself. She looked under the bed for a suitcase, but there was only dust. She rushed into the bathroom, but there wasn’t a single item there that might have been hers. There wasn’t even a bar of soap in the shower stall. She came back out to the nightstand and saw the room key on top of it. She opened the drawer, finding only a pad and pen inside. She double-checked the sheets that were messily thrown around the bed, but there was no other clothing that might have belonged to her.

      She glanced back down at the paper that had the three names written on it and picked it up, analyzing it. She then opened the nightstand drawer and grabbed the pen. Leaning on the nightstand, she rewrote the three names on the open lines at the bottom of the four-by-six-inch piece of paper. She compared the handwriting. It wasn’t hers. Whoever originally wrote the names of the three people she knew she had to kill, it wasn’t her. The signatures weren’t even close.

      How could this happen to her? How could she not remember a single detail about her life? Her name, her family, her job, what she was even doing there. She couldn’t even remember where she was, other than a seedy hotel room. She looked at the alarm clock on the nightstand, seeing that it was just a few minutes before midnight. Then she thought about the front desk. They must have had a record for when she arrived. A name.

      She grabbed her key and walked out the door of her first-floor unit. She glanced around at some of the parked cars, wondering if one of them was hers. None of them looked familiar, though. She saw the light was still on at the management office and walked over to it. She entered the small office, seeing an elderly gentleman sitting behind a desk. She was instantly struck by how dirty and messy the office seemed. Not much different than the rooms they offered.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?” the man asked in a thick accent that gave away English wasn’t his native language.

      “Uh, yes, can you tell me what time I checked in here?”

      The man turned around an opened registry book that was on the desk in front of him and looked through it. It only took a few seconds as he remembered the woman completely.

      “Yes, ma’am. You checked in at nine o’clock last night.”

      “Nine?” she asked. Fear rushed through her body, wondering where she’d been for the past twenty-four hours. Had she been asleep all that time? Was she in some kind of trouble?

      “Are you all right, ma’am?”

      “Uh, yes, yes, I’m fine. Do you mind if I take a look?”

      The elderly man smiled and spun the book around for her. She immediately found the entry for nine o’clock the previous night. She put her finger on the book and ran it across the line until she got to her name. Cari Porter.

      “Cari Porter,” she barely whispered. “My name’s Cari Porter.”

      “Are you OK, ma’am?” the man asked, getting a little worried about her condition.

      She looked up and smiled at him, nodding that she was. “Uh, I don’t remember, did I call for room service or anything since I’ve been here?”

      The man chuckled to himself. “We don’t have room service here, ma’am.”

      She rubbed the left side of her head. “Oh, I forgot. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s OK, ma’am.”

      “Do I still owe you for the room?”

      The man shook his head. “No, ma’am. You paid for the room already.”

      “How much longer do I have?”

      “Until tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you. Do you remember if I paid with a card?”

      “No, you used cash.”

      “Did I have any luggage?”

      “Not that I saw, ma’am. Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” she replied, still rubbing her head. “I just have this nasty headache. I must have drank too much or something.”

      The man smiled again, having heard that more times than he could count over the years that he’d owned the place. Cari patted her pockets, pretending to have been looking for something.

      “I seemed to have misplaced the key for my car. I didn’t happen to leave it here, did I?”

      “You didn’t have a car, ma’am. A taxi dropped you off.”

      “Oh, that’s right. How silly of me to forget. Well, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      After exiting the office, she walked back to her room, muttering her name over and over again, hoping it would feel familiar. “Cari Porter. Cari Porter. My name is Cari Porter.” But it didn’t matter. No matter how many times she said her name, it was no different than hearing the name of a stranger. Her name didn’t jar her mind back to normal or make her remember any memories she had long forgotten. Everything was still a blank slate.

      Just before going inside her motel room, she looked back toward the parked cars. A strange feeling had come over her that she was being watched. She looked at each of the cars, but didn’t notice anyone in any of them. She looked back at the road, but there was no traffic. There wasn’t a single sign of life anywhere that she could see. But yet the feeling persisted. It just felt like something was out there, watching her.

      Shrugging it off to her paranoia based on her present state, Porter entered her room and turned off the light. Once inside, she immediately went back to the window and looked out for any signs of trouble, not that she really knew what she was looking for. Still, there was nothing. Finally, after thinking she was just going crazy, she went back to the bed and sat down on the edge of it. She wondered what she was going to do next. Where was she going to go? What was she going to do? She had no money, no identification, no destination in mind.

      She was about to break down and cry when her head suddenly snapped back toward the door. She thought she heard something. Something was out there. She just sensed it. With her eyes fixated on the door, she saw a small shadow emerge from under the crack of the door. Then her eyes glanced to the window, thinking she saw something pass by the curtain.

      Porter then looked around the room in case she needed a weapon to defend herself. There was nothing there, though. Not wanting to be out in the open, she sprinted into the bathroom, getting into the bathtub, hiding behind an old, moldy shower curtain. She stayed still for a few minutes as she waited for what she thought was out there.

      After about ten minutes of waiting, nothing happened. Porter let out a deep sigh, relieved and alarmed at the same time. While thankful that no one was out there, she was worried about why she was so afraid that there was. Why would someone be after her? She was a nobody who couldn’t remember a thing about herself.

      She reached her hand up and was about to throw back the shower curtain to get out of the tub when she thought she heard the front door opening. Her ears perked up, trying to pick up even the faintest sound. Although whoever it was was being very quiet, Porter thought she detected the sounds of footsteps. Maybe several. It was an old place, and the floorboards weren’t very steady. It would be hard to sneak up on anybody with the creaking of the floor.

      After what seemed like a lifetime, but was actually only a couple of minutes, Porter continued waiting in the darkened bathroom. She had intentionally closed the bathroom door so she could hear it open if someone entered. Only a minute later, her worst fears had come true. The bathroom door, like everything else in the room, creaked as it opened. Porter leaned back as her back hit the shower wall. Her eyes opened wide as she waited for the curtains to be peeled back, exposing her to the intruder.

      Just as she predicted, the curtains were thrust to the side, exposing a well-built man in a suit. Porter instantly went on the attack. She jumped from the stall on top of him, sending him crashing to the ground. Using moves she didn’t even know she had, she continued whaling away on him. Using a mix of punches, kicks, karate, martial arts, and wrestling, she’d have made any wrestler or MMA combatant proud of her performance.

      After assaulting the man for well over a minute, Porter was able to get the man to his feet, then drove him into the porcelain sink with all her might. The man immediately dropped to the floor, out of it before he even knew he was in a fight. Before Porter could even reach the door, she saw another dark figure in the frame of the door. He, too, was dressed in a suit. And before she knew it, she was in another scrap. This guy had the benefit of knowing Porter could fight, not that it made much difference. Much like the first guy she battled, this one would also fall by the wayside. Only a couple minutes into their contest, Porter was finally able to outlast him, dropping the man in the shower stall.

      With both men out of commission, Porter stood there in the middle of the bathroom, expecting someone else to appear. After waiting about thirty seconds without another contestant, Porter stuck her head out of the bathroom to survey the main room. It was dark, but she didn’t see anyone else. She stepped out of the bathroom and grabbed the list off the nightstand, then headed for the door.

      About halfway to the door, though, she was grabbed from behind. It was the third man of the team. He put his arm around her neck, trying to squeeze the life out of her. Porter struggled for a minute, trying desperately to break free of the man’s grasp. She wasn’t able to do it, though. Just before she was about to be put to sleep permanently, Porter stopped flailing away and let her body fall limp. It was just enough to make the man lighten up on his grip of her. Feeling him lessen the load, Porter did a back kick under the man’s legs, sending him down to one knee in excruciating pain.

      Porter quickly got her breath back and returned a few kicks the man’s way, sending him completely to the ground. She jumped on top of him, pounding away at his face with all the might her punches would carry. After another minute, the man wasn’t responding as she continued punching the knocked-out man. Porter hopped up to her feet, looking around, waiting, expecting someone else to challenge her. There was no one else coming, though.

      She had a little blood on her face, which she wiped off with her sleeve, then Porter reached down to the third man and started frisking him. She removed the gun that he had stuck in a shoulder holster, thinking it might come in handy for her. With the gun in her hand, she hurried out of the room. Not knowing if anyone else was outside waiting for her, she stuck to the wall, in case a shot rang out in her direction.

      Porter stayed motionless for a second, knowing she had to move soon. Those guys inside would get up soon enough. And she had to go. She didn’t know where, she just had to move. Right now, anywhere would suffice.

      She ran around the end of the motel, running into a large clump of trees located just behind it. Porter kept turning her head around the entire time she was running, hoping not to see anyone following her. Although she didn’t know who these guys were, she had a feeling it wasn’t the last she would see of them. Whoever they were, or whoever sent them, they would come again. She was sure of that.
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      Langley, Virginia

      The situation room was buzzing with activity as they scurried around, trying to figure out their next move. Three of their agents were now down. Director John Stephenson, in charge of the secret United States black ops project called Dark Sky, was hurriedly called in to supervise. He was a rather ruthless man that didn’t care much about the opinions of others. He was only interested in getting the job done, and he didn’t really care how that happened. Sometimes his aggression was so heavy that he had to be told to turn it down a couple notches by his superiors. But in his view, since he was in charge of a secret black ops project, it was his job to take risks. Not everyone in his command shared that view, though.

      Project Dark Sky was a black ops unit that had been in existence for about five years. Agents were recruited from other government positions, though the applicants never knew exactly what they were being recruited for, unless they were offered a position. They were only told it would be dangerous, the job would take them around the world, and they would be invisible. Most knew what that meant. Dark Sky, under Stephenson’s direction, only took on less than five percent of the applicants they identified as having the potential to fit into the program.

      Dark Sky was basically a hit squad, directly responsible for eliminating targets in foreign countries that were identified as a problem, either now or in the future. Their targets ranged from dictators, warlords, drug dealers, terrorists, and politicians to worldwide wanted criminals. Their job wasn’t just to kill, though. They could get anyone to do that. The agents in the field had to make each kill look like the United States had no involvement. Each target had to be infiltrated or killed in such a manner that there was no possible way the US would even be considered in having a hand in it. If it couldn’t be done to look like a local killing, the organization usually passed on it, though Stephenson had a habit of pushing the issue, more so than his superiors usually cared for. They had a very successful record, not failing often in their tasks. The problem they had right now was probably the biggest stain on their record.

      Before any agent was put out in the field, they had to have a tracking chip implanted into the back of one of their shoulders. Once a job was finished, they were usually directed to return to the United States, where they could undergo testing. They were also injected with several shots, a mixture of drugs that were supposed to keep them performing at an optimum level. Up until that point, there had been no known ill effects. No one had experienced headaches, dizzy spells, loss of energy, memory issues, nothing. And they weren’t sure what the issue was now. They didn’t know if it was drug related, Porter had gotten injured, or she just decided to take a powder.

      Right now, the task at hand was Cari Porter. Right now, she was their top target. She was one of their best agents. She had always gotten the job done in her four years at the agency. She’d never failed at an assignment yet. Until now. She’d been off the grid for several days, her tracking chip either malfunctioning or having been taken out. They didn’t know if she was alive or dead. Though they probably would have preferred her to be dead as opposed to the problem they now had. Now, they had a rogue agent on their hands.

      As soon as Stephenson entered the room, he took charge and wanted to know the status of everything. “All right, give it to me, what do we got?”

      His top lieutenant, Patrick Myers, was previously in charge of the room until Stephenson arrived. “Cari Porter, she just popped back up on our systems.”

      “I already know that. She’s in South Africa. What’s her status? What’s being done?”

      “Her chip came back online about twelve hours ago, registering at some small motel in Johannesburg.”

      “Johannesburg? What the devil is she doing there?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “And? What else?”

      “We sent a three-man team to that location,” Myers replied.

      “And?”

      “She took all three of them out.”

      “Dead?”

      Myers shook his head. “No. But she gave them all a thumping. Knocked two of them out cold.”

      Stephenson, already unhappy before going into the room, looked even angrier now. He stared up at the dozens of TV and computer screens that lined the wall.

      “I wanna know where she’s been, where she’s at, and where she’s heading.”

      “We’re still trying to figure that out,” Myers answered.

      “What do you mean? Why don’t I have a file about that already?”

      “We don’t know where she’s been, other than when she went off our radar last week.”

      “So how’d we know she was in that motel room?” Stephenson asked.

      “Her tracking device suddenly came back online a few hours ago. We quickly assembled the closest available team to her location.”

      “Was anything found in her motel room?”

      “Not a thing,” Myers answered. “It was clean. Not a single piece of paper, luggage, clothing, nothing. Spotless.”

      “She’s traveling light. If we surprised her, then she didn’t have enough time to stash anything anywhere or take anything with her on the run.”

      “What’s that say to you?”

      “I’m not sure. Why didn’t she just kill them instead of disabling them?”

      “Maybe she couldn’t. I don’t think she had a gun on her.”

      “Why not?” Stephenson asked.

      “She took a gun from one of the agents after she knocked him out.”

      “That means she didn’t have one beforehand. Where did hers go?”

      “Must’ve lost it somewhere in the prior week.”

      “Really wouldn’t matter much,” Stephenson said. “They’re trained to kill in a hundred different ways, they don’t need a gun to kill.”

      “Maybe she figured three dead bodies would bring more heat down on her?”

      “She’s a CIA black ops agent on the run. Nothing would bring more heat on her than what she’s already doing.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know.”

      “So why are we not sure where she’s at or where she’s going?”

      “Her tracking device went out again.”

      Stephenson folded his arms and put a couple fingers over his mouth. “Damn.”

      Porter had traveled to South Africa three weeks ago to kill three high-ranking officials of a rebellious organization looking to overtake positions in the country’s government. Despite warnings to the South African government by the United States of an upcoming attack, it was dismissed as having no validity. Porter’s assignment was to kill the three men and make it look like they had been turned on by their own men. She had spent the first week scouting the rebel organization, trying to find the right time and place to finish her assignment. But the tracking chip that was embedded into the back of her shoulder, like it was all agents, had mysteriously stopped working a week ago. It was the first such incident in Dark Sky’s history that one of the devices had malfunctioned.

      Up until the point that the red dot indicating her position appeared back on one of their screens, they weren’t sure what happened to her. Even if she had died, her chip should have still been sending beacons to their computers. It would have remained stationary. Considering that they never had a problem with any other agent disappearing off the map in this manner, their unofficial working position was that she intentionally disabled the device and went off the grid.

      It was even worse that Porter was now in Johannesburg, which was not anywhere close to where she was supposed to be. Considering that Johannesburg was the largest city in South Africa, and one of the largest urban cities in the world, they could only assume she was trying to blend in.

      “The fact that she took out three of our guys indicates she’s not planning on coming back to us,” Stephenson said.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Find her and take her out. Get an additional team in there to help look for her.”

      “What if this is all part of her cover?”

      “We can’t take that chance. If agents are going to go off grid for a period, they have to clear it with us first so we can prepare, you know that.”

      “I would just hate for an agent to go down…”

      Stephenson didn’t even let him finish the sentence. They couldn’t approach this situation with the slightest degree of softness. An agent went off the rails, and it had to be dealt with accordingly. “We can’t risk being soft on this. We always knew this day would come eventually. It always does. It’s the organizations that don’t prepare for these moments that end up getting caught with their pants down. We’ll do what has to be done.”

      “Will do. What about the three targets she was supposed to hit?”

      Stephenson thought about it for a minute. “Hand it off to another agent who’s nearby. I want somebody else in there within the next twenty-four hours. They’re already behind the eight ball.”

      “What about the guys already there?”

      “Keep them on Porter. They’re close to her. I don’t want them to take their focus off her and risk losing her for good. She’s a loose end that we need to tie up. We can’t afford having her walking around knowing as much as she does.”

      “OK.”

      “You stay on this overnight,” Stephenson said. “Try to coordinate where you think she might go from here. I have to go home and get some sleep and do some more preparations for the deputy director meeting in the morning.”

      “Right, we’ll stay on it.”

      “Anything else happens, just send me a message. I’ll only respond if I want you to deviate from your present course from what you tell me.”

      “Will do. And if we find her and corner her again?”

      “Then you know what to do. What has to be done. I want her dead.”
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      Johannesburg, South Africa

      After getting a few hours of sleep in an alley between a couple of buildings, Porter found herself walking along the street, no clear destination in mind. Though she knew someone was coming for her, she still didn’t know who. What made it worse was that she didn’t know where to go, who to turn to, or whom she could trust. She’d just passed by a plumbing and electrical hardware business when a car came zooming along the street.

      Panicking that the car’s inhabitants were coming for her, Porter immediately started running full speed down the sidewalk. She took a few quick looks back to confirm that the car was still in pursuit. Much to her chagrin, she appeared to be correct. A shot rang out, whizzing past her and glancing off one of the concrete walls Porter was running in front of.

      With Porter running as fast and hard as she was, and the cars that lined the street, the occupants of the car weren’t able to get a clear shot at her. Porter finally was able to turn into an opening that seemed to be some type of manufacturing or trucking business. There were a couple of unmarked vans along with some regular cars parked, though there didn’t seem to be much in the way of activity.

      Porter immediately noticed a high chain-link fence along the back, blocking her exit on the other side. She quickly looked around and saw fire escape stairs to both sides of her. She took one more look behind her, hearing the screeching sound of the oncoming car. She sprinted to her right, finding the bottom of the steps, and started her climb up them. The tan-colored car came onto the property and stopped in the middle of the road, effectively blocking any cars from going in or out. Two armed men exited the vehicle and instantly spotted Porter going up the steps. As the two men hit the bottom of the steps, one of them motioned to the other to not continue.

      “I’ll follow her up this way. You see if there’s another way down on the other side so she can’t escape.”

      “You got it.”

      As one of the men ran around the building to check the other side, the remaining man started climbing the stairs. Porter had a good head start and was already at the fifth floor of the six-floor building. Once she got to the sixth, she found a door that was closed and locked. She took a quick look down and saw that the man was gaining ground on her. She quickly had to figure out an alternative path. She looked up, but there was no way to get to the roof from that spot. Taking another look down at the oncoming man, Porter looked at the door again, then at a window that was right next to it.

      Porter removed her gun from her pants and took a healthy swing at the window with it, smashing it into pieces. She climbed through the window and looked around, finding a room that looked like it was just used for storage. It was kind of messy and looked like it wasn’t used much, with boxes thrown around, sheets covering other objects, and dust and cobwebs lining the corners of the room.

      Porter ran over to the door, ready to run out, but then thought of a new plan. Considering she had no idea where she was going, if they kept this up, it was likely they’d catch up to her at some point. She had to put some more distance between them. That meant standing and fighting where practical. Where it was beneficial to do so and she had a tactical advantage. One of those times would seem to be now. She opened the door slightly to give the appearance that she ran out. She then looked around the room, seeing something near the window she just came through that seemed like it would do the trick. She rushed over to it, standing behind the six-foot object that was covered with a dirty white sheet, waiting for her pursuer to come through the window. She knew it wouldn’t be long.

      Only a minute later, Porter heard what sounded like someone scraping the edge of the window. She peeked around the object she was behind, only one of her eyes being visible, and saw the man coming through the window feet first. The man stood there for a second, also taking a look around the room to make sure his target wasn’t waiting for him. With his gun out and ready to use, he continued to stay put, listening intently to see if he could hear movement. Not hearing anything, he noticed the door was ajar and assumed that Porter had run out.

      As soon as the man took a few steps toward the door, Porter left the seclusion of her position to come up behind him. Part of her thought she should just let him go, and once he was out of the room, then she could scurry back down the fire escape. But in the end, she felt like she needed to take the guy out first to ensure a successful getaway.

      Porter had only taken a few steps toward the man when her presence was blown. She stepped on a few pieces of glass which crackled beneath her foot. The man heard the noise and instantly turned around, swinging his gun in front of him as he took aim at what he knew had to be his target. Porter reacted quickly, immediately swatting at the man’s wrist in a forceful manner, knocking the gun from his hand.

      The pair then engaged in hand-to-hand combat, each getting a couple of good shots in. The confrontation lasted for a couple of minutes, initially both on their feet, then rolling on the floor. They each tried to eliminate the other by applying chokeholds, submission moves, as well as body blows. Neither was gaining the upper hand. They eventually got back to their feet and continued their battle. Porter was finally able to block a couple of blows and countered with a few of her own to stun the man, then unleashed a furious assault of punches and kicks that could have landed her a UFC contract.

      With the man down and not getting up, Porter stumbled backwards, then dropped to a knee as she caught her breath. She got up, knowing she had to move. There was still another guy out there, and though she didn’t know quite where he was, she couldn’t stay there and wait for him to find her. She had a feeling that they split up in hopes of trapping her somewhere in between them, since only the one guy had followed her up the fire ladder. She doubted one of them stayed down below, since she could have escaped on the other side.

      Before leaving, though, she withdrew her gun and pointed it at the fallen man, ready to take him out permanently. Porter batted her eyes as she thought of what to do. She felt like she should pull the trigger and end the man’s life, but something was telling her not to. She didn’t know why—after all, the man was chasing her and likely was trying to do the same thing to her. But something inside her brain was telling her not to kill him. He wasn’t on the list. There were three people that she knew she had to kill, but he wasn’t one of them. But if she didn’t kill this guy now, there was a good probability she would have to deal with him again sooner or later. Probably sooner.

      After thinking it over for a few seconds, she sighed, then put her gun away. She wasn’t sure she was making the right call, but she decided to let the man live. A terrifying thought came over her that maybe they were chasing her because she’d done a terrible thing. Maybe she was a bad person. Maybe she’d committed some horrible crime. Maybe she wasn’t innocent. She’d hate to kill somebody that she later found out to really be innocent.

      Hoping that she was right about the men splitting up in different directions, and she wasn’t certain that she was, Porter hopped back through the open window, then made her way down the stairs. The entire way down she kept her eyes open in case the other man suddenly appeared. By the time her feet touched the concrete below the steps, she took another quick look around to make sure nobody was waiting for her, hiding behind a car, or lurking around a corner. There was no way out except the way she came in, so she’d have to put herself out there and be in the open if she wanted to leave. The chain fence in the back of the property looked too high to climb, and even if she could, she worried about being too much of a target by taking too long to get on the other side of it.

      Porter took another deep breath, knowing she had to make a choice, and she had to make it now. Each second she waited was a second closer they would get to finding her. She darted out from her location, running to a nearby car and ducking down, trying to make it as tough as possible to get a beat on her. After waiting for a few seconds without incident, she ran around the back of the car and toward the entrance area. She seemed to be in the clear as she passed the last car that was parked. She got to the corner of the building across from the one she just left and put her hand on the wall as she was about to turn. A shot rang out. Porter stumbled forward as she felt the bullet penetrate her body, her hand still on the wall until the pull of her body going forward made her relinquish whatever grip she had on it.

      The man that pulled the trigger looked on from inside the shattered window on the fifth floor. Porter had taken him down, but not out. He was temporarily stunned, but not bad enough to be out of the fight completely yet. He saw Porter fall forward onto the concrete sidewalk, though she was beyond the corner of the wall and now out of his view. He hurriedly climbed through the window to get down the steps to go check on her.

      As the man rushed down the steps, Porter had picked herself back up. It was a bullet through the back of her left shoulder. Knowing they were coming to check on her, she didn’t have time to worry about her injury. It hurt like hell, burned something awful, and she could feel the blood oozing down her skin and soaking her shirt. But she had to put it out of her mind. She couldn’t think about the pain now. She just had to move.

      Hurrying past the next couple of buildings, Porter then turned right, and hustled down past a few more businesses. She kept looking over her shoulder, knowing they were coming. She kept waiting for them to appear. Luckily, they hadn’t yet. But she knew they would. Porter then found a little alley behind a building and ran down it, coming across an unoccupied car. She pulled the handle on one of the doors, finding the vehicle unlocked. She hopped in the back seat and lay down on the floor, covering herself with a blanket that was there. She wasn’t sure how long she was going to stay there, but imagined she’d give it a while until she figured the men looking for her had moved on.

      The two men had rejoined each other for a short few minutes before splitting up one more time. They knew she had to be somewhere in the area. They looked in cars parked along the street, went inside open businesses, and canvassed what seemed like the entire area, all with no luck. After about an hour of searching, the two men met up again near their car, which they had long since pulled out of that initial warehouse they found Porter at.

      “What now?” the shorter of the two men asked.

      “I don’t know,” the other man said, sighing as he looked around at their surroundings, hoping their target would just suddenly appear out of nowhere.

      “Doesn’t seem like she’s here anymore. Maybe she hopped in the back of a pickup or open truck or something and got out of here.”

      “I dunno, I feel like she’s still here.”

      “That’s just your pride talking since she kicked your ass back there.”

      “I know I hit her. That means she can’t be moving too good.”

      “Exactly. That’s why she probably left the area by now. There are no traces of blood along the street. If she were stumbling around the area, we would’ve picked something up by now. I’m telling you she flew the coop.”

      The taller and older man, who seemed to be in charge of the two, still wasn’t convinced. “Most people aren’t gonna pick up a strange woman who’s carrying a gun and bleeding.”

      “Not intentionally. Like I said, she found a parked pickup somewhere, jumped in the back and is just off to wherever the car takes her.” Sensing his words were falling on deaf ears, the shorter man sighed, not really wanting to keep looking for a woman he felt was long gone. But he was willing to submit to the more experienced man’s wishes if he preferred. “If you wanna keep looking, we can keep looking.”

      As much as he didn’t want to discontinue the search, the man knew when they were beat. “No, I’ll just call it in. We’ll pick up her trail again. We’ll see her again. I know it.”
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      Porter was only planning on staying in that car for an hour or so, then she’d move on. Not that she knew where she’d move on to, but she’d figure that out when she got to that point. As it turned out, she stayed in the car a lot longer than she intended. Somewhere along the line, she passed out from the pain of being shot.

      It was now around three o’clock in the afternoon and Porter had been knocked out for a good four or five hours. She didn’t snap out of her slumber until the car door opened and a man reached down for the blanket, finding an unpleasant surprise in his vehicle. Instantly seeing the blood on her shirt and a gun on the floor, the man immediately worried for his own safety, more than the injured woman on the floor. Porter looked up at the man, the light of the sun shining into her face. Though she recognized right away that the man wasn’t either of the ones that had initially been chasing her, she didn’t know if he was part of a new team brought in. As Porter grabbed her gun, the man put his hands in the air.

      “I don’t have much money. I’ll give you what I have, though. I won’t resist. You can have it.”

      Porter wearily propped herself up on the back seat, putting one of her knees on it for support. Her head spun all around as she looked for signs of the men she knew were after her—or any other sign of trouble, for that matter. Since she didn’t see anyone else in the vicinity, her attention finally focused on the middle-aged man in front of her. He was staying perfectly still as he waited for her to tell him what she wanted, being careful to not make any sudden moves that she might construe as a threat against her. Porter recognized them as the signs of a man who wanted no trouble. She had no reason to feel threatened by him.

      Porter got out of the car and stood just in front of the man. He looked to be in his late forties or early fifties. He was going bald on top but still had some on the sides and back, although it was so short, it looked like it’d been shaved recently. His face was scruffy, looking like he hadn’t shaved in a week or so, small patches of white showing around his chin. Judging by his clothes, the man was a worker or laborer. They were well worn and slightly dirty.

      Knowing she’d eventually have to put her trust in someone, he looked as good of a person as any to try her faith on. Porter put her gun away so the man could relax a little. It didn’t really work, though, as the man still seemed concerned about her intentions. Just because she put the gun away didn’t mean she didn’t have something nefarious in mind.

      “I don’t want your money. You can put your hands down.”

      The man did as he was instructed and lowered his arms, putting them down by his sides. “What else is there?” His eyes then went toward his car, figuring that must have been it. “My car? It is old, but still runs well. The keys are in my pocket if you want it.”

      Porter shook her head. “I don’t want your car either.”

      “I’m afraid I have nothing else to offer.”

      “All I want is your help.”

      “My help? With what?”

      Porter tried moving her shoulder around, but winced in pain, and put her hand on the front of it. The man could tell she was in obvious discomfort, though he wasn’t exactly sympathetic to her plight. At least not until he knew what she had in mind. Porter thought about asking for the nearest hospital, but she knew that probably wasn’t the best idea. Whoever was after her seemed to know where she was or where she was going, so once they learned she’d been shot, they seemed likely to start canvassing hospitals in the area.

      “Do you happen to know any… uh… doctors in the area?” Porter asked.

      “The nearest hospital is not too far.”

      “No, not a hospital. I just need someone to patch me up real quick so I can be on my way.”

      “I’m afraid I do not know such a person.”

      An agonized look came over Porter’s face, part of which was her shoulder hurting, the other part the predicament she was in. “Um, can you tell me where I am exactly?”

      “You do not know?”

      She was almost afraid to admit something that made her sound so weak and vulnerable. “I don’t even know my own name right now.”

      The man could see the woman was having more problems going on than just her shoulder. She seemed genuinely tormented.

      “You don’t know your name?”

      Porter grimaced and shook her head. “No.”

      “It would seem that being shot had more of an impact than just your shoulder.”

      “No, it’s not that. Even before, I couldn’t remember.”

      “How long have you been like this?”

      Porter looked around and continued shaking her head. She really had no idea. “I don’t know. I woke up last night in a strange motel, don’t remember how I got there, or who I am. They somehow knew I was there, but I got away. Then they found me again today while I was walking the street. I tried to get away, but they gave me this going-away present.” She then touched her shoulder.

      “Who? Who is after you? The police?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. But I’m not sure.”

      The man was growing increasingly sympathetic to Porter’s problems. She didn’t seem like a bad person, just someone who was in a lot of trouble. A criminal wouldn’t have bothered to explain their issues, they would have just taken his car or money and been off. She was different, though. There was a painful innocence in her eyes, someone desperate for a little help.

      “Why don’t I take you to a hospital so you can get fixed up?”

      Porter leaned back against the side of the car. “No. I can’t. If an unidentified woman who’s shot shows up at a hospital, they’ll know it’s me. I’ve gotta try and disappear.”

      The man thought for a minute, then believed he had come up with something. He put his index finger in the air. “Wait here for a minute?”

      Porter was concerned with what he had in mind. “Where are you going?”

      “Permit me to go back inside for a moment? I think I may have something that may help you.”

      Porter wasn’t sure about letting the man out of her sight, even for a few seconds. If she made a wrong guess about him and he called the authorities, she’d then have to run from the police.

      “Please,” the man repeated, sensing she was having issues about him leaving. “I may have something for you.”

      Repeating her thoughts that she needed to trust someone, Porter nodded. The man left, going back inside what appeared to be a back door of some business. Porter was still weary and put her hand on her gun, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice if needed. She stood there beside the car, feeling like a fish out of water. She just felt so uncomfortable standing out there in the open. She felt like she was a target for just about anyone and everyone.

      Porter moved around to the bumper of the car, crouching down to conceal herself slightly. Still not liking her position, she then moved to the other side of the car, getting all the way down to the ground so she could see what was going on from underneath the car. About two minutes later, the man came back outside with another man beside him. The two men started speaking a different language that Porter couldn’t understand. It was actually Zulu, which was the most spoken language in South Africa. There were actually eleven different official languages in South Africa, with Zulu the most popular language spoken, followed by Xhosa, Afrikaans, then English.

      The two men continued talking, though with their voices being raised, it actually sounded like they were upset with each other.

      “Miss, are you still here?” the first man asked, looking all around. “Where are you?”

      The other man said something else in Zulu, wondering where this mysterious woman was that his friend kept telling him about.

      “Miss?”

      Taking a chance that they weren’t there to hurt her, Porter got to her feet and made herself visible to the two men. She then gingerly walked around the car to face them.

      “There you are,” the man said with a smile.

      “Who’s this?” Porter asked, putting her fingers on the handle of her gun, not yet trusting the other man yet.

      “He can help you. His name is Boka.”

      “What does he do?”

      Boka, the popular nickname that everyone called him, short for Bokamoso, didn’t speak English and couldn’t understand what they were saying, so he didn’t pay much attention to it. He put his right hand in his pocket, instantly catching Porter’s eye, making her nervous. She immediately pulled her gun, aiming it at him.

      “What are you doing?” Porter asked, thinking he was about to pull a gun himself.

      “No, no, he’s not doing anything,” the first man said, putting his arms up to stop Porter from making a fatal and tragic mistake. “He does not speak English. He knows nothing of what you say.”

      “Tell him to take his hands out of his pockets.”

      The man did as she requested and talked to Boka, who immediately took his hand out of his pocket and raised both arms in the air. Porter could see the fear in his eyes that he had done something wrong. Since the man complied with her wishes and no longer appeared to be a threat in her eyes, Porter lowered her gun.

      “Who is he?” Porter asked again.

      “Boka knows people who may be able to help you.”

      “Is he a criminal or something?”

      “No. But he does have some friends who are wanted by the police. I believe he knows a doctor that can treat you.”

      Porter was still a bit skeptical about their intentions and what they were capable of doing.

      “What kind of doctor?”

      Seeing that the woman still wasn’t totally trusting of him yet, the man implored her that he could help her. “Miss, you ask for my help. I promise you this is the best way.”

      Porter finally nodded, agreeing to let them help. “What does he have in mind?”

      “If you get in the back seat, Boka and I will take you to the man he says can fix you.”

      The men then started talking in their native tongue.

      “What is it?”

      “Boka thinks if we’re going to go, we should leave now.”

      “OK. I never did get your name.”

      “It’s Khayone.”

      “Thank you.”

      Khayone smiled. The three of them then went to the car, Porter getting in the back seat.

      “I think it would be wise if you got down on the floor, at least for a little while, just to make sure nobody is spying on us and sees you in the car,” Khayone said.

      Although Porter was initially against hiding again, mostly because she didn’t like not being able to see where she was going, she thought it was probably a good idea. The last thing she needed was the men who were after her spotting her in the back seat and then pursuing them, endangering the lives of the two men trying to help her. She crawled back down on the floor again, getting into a fetal position, covering herself once more with the blanket.

      After about fifteen minutes of driving, Khayone, who was sitting in the passenger seat, reached back and tapped Porter.

      “I think we’re safe now, miss.”

      Porter pulled the blanket off her, taking a few deep breaths, relieved to be seeing things again as she sat on the back seat.

      “How much further?” Porter asked.

      Khayone and Boka discussed it for a few seconds. “Possibly ten more minutes, Boka says.”

      “Do you know this place he’s taking me to?”

      “No, I have never been there. I usually live a quiet life to myself.”

      “So why are you doing this, then?”

      Khayone shrugged. “I don’t know. You need help… so I help.”

      “Thanks again.”

      “No thanks necessary. I’m just doing what any good person would do.”

      “Probably rarer than you think.”

      “Well, you can thank me when this is over and you’re well again.”

      Porter didn’t reply, but she had a feeling that would be a thank you that might never come. Even if she did get her shoulder patched up, there was a long way to go until this ordeal was over. Between her memory and the people chasing her, she might never get there.
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      Director Stephenson barged into the situation room, already having a bad day. He had been reminded by his superiors that a rogue agent was bad for everyone involved and a big risk for the continued success and development of not only their black ops programs, but others as well. Before being seen and greeted by Myers, Stephenson stayed in the back of the room and just observed some of what was going on, seeing various names and places flashing on the numerous screens on the wall. When Myers finally did notice his boss standing there, about five minutes later, he hurried over to him to inform him of the latest developments.

      “Sir.”

      “What’s the latest?” Stephenson asked.

      “Two of our agents came into contact with Porter this morning in Johannesburg.”

      “What was she doing?”

      “She was just walking along the street and…”

      “Just out in the open?”

      “Yeah. The team spotted her, chased her into a nearby building, some small manufacturing plant. They attempted to surround her, but one of the men got into an altercation with her.”

      “And?”

      “Porter came out on top, then fled the building.”

      “Damn,” Stephenson said.

      “But the agent was able to get a shot off and nailed her in the back of the shoulder.”

      “She’s wounded? How bad?”

      “Tough to say. The agents did observe some blood on the sidewalk and tried to follow it, figuring she was still in the area.”

      “They lost her?”

      “Unfortunately so. They canvassed the area for an hour or two but couldn’t find her. They believe she may have hitched a ride out of town somewhere before they were able to close in.”

      “She’s going to need to go somewhere for help.”

      “We’ve been checking doctors and hospitals to see if she checked in or appeared somewhere, but so far, it’s a no go.”

      “She’s not going to go to a hospital,” Stephenson said. “Too visible. Check all known underground doctors and medical personnel who have criminal histories or are known to work in that environment who have even a remote connection to the area.”

      Myers immediately directed an analyst to get on it.

      “Why was she in that part of town to begin with?” Stephenson asked.

      “We’re not sure.”

      “Is there anything in the area that’s on our radar?”

      “Nothing. We’ve checked everything. We can’t find any connection.”

      Stephenson stood there with his arms folded, one of his hands covering his mouth, looking at the screens as he thought. He couldn’t understand how she was moving or what she was doing. It didn’t make sense. As everyone continued what they were doing, one of the analysts frantically stood up like he had something of the utmost importance.

      “Sir, Porter’s signal just came back online,” the analyst said.

      Stephenson’s eyes opened wide, hoping this was the big break they needed. “Put it up on the big screen.”

      As the red dot that signified Porter’s existence kept moving along the road, Stephenson’s thoughts immediately turned to how they were going to put her light out permanently.

      “Who’s the closest team we have to there?”

      “Same two agents that found her this morning,” Myers answered.

      “Get them to her location now.”

      “Will do.”

      Stephenson waited a minute for Myers to get in touch with the team and tell them the situation and give them Porter’s coordinates before peppering him with more questions. Once his lieutenant returned to his side, Stephenson was eager to know how soon they’d get there.

      “How far away are they?”

      Myers sighed, not wanting to say what he knew would irritate his boss. “Probably about an hour.”

      “That’s too long. They gotta get there now.”

      “They’ll move as fast as they can.”

      “Why are they so far away?”

      “After she slipped away from them the first time, they started moving through other areas, believing she’d already moved along.”

      “They need to haul ass.”

      “Well, at least she’s still moving.”

      “I’d prefer her to stop,” Stephenson said. “If she keeps moving, that means she’s still moving away from them. At least if she stops, that gives them a chance to catch up. And why don’t we have another team in the area?”

      “We had them in different locations since we weren’t sure when she’d pop up again.”

      “Get another team in there right away. I don’t like having only two agents closing in on her. It’s not enough.”

      “Will do.”

      “Who knows what she’s up to? I want to strangle her off with as many people as possible.”
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      They arrived at a building just outside of Johannesburg, a dilapidated building that looked like it should have been torn down years ago. Once Boka stopped the car and everyone exited the vehicle, Porter just stood by the car, unimpressed with the location and having serious doubts about them being there. Khayone and Boka moved toward the entrance. Once they got to the door, they both waved at her to follow them. Reluctantly, she willed her legs to move forward.

      Once inside the building, she was even more concerned. As she looked around, she observed large holes in the wall and pieces of concrete lying all around the floor. It looked like the building had been bombed in a war or something. She was wary about staying there too long, since it didn’t appear anyone was there.

      “So what are we doing here?” Porter asked. “There’s nobody here.”

      “Patience,” Khayone replied.

      Although she couldn’t remember whether she was a patient person or not, with the way she was feeling at the moment, she’d have to say that wasn’t a word that was in her vocabulary. Maybe it was just the severity of the situation, but sticking around in one spot wasn’t very appealing. As she was moving about the building, she noticed Boka go to one of the front windows and look out.

      “What’s he doing?” Porter asked.

      Khayone was about to answer when they heard what sounded like another car pulling up. The building was not situated on a main road, so they didn’t have to worry about regular traffic or people walking by on their way to somewhere else. At one point, someone actually lived there, but that was many years ago. In recent years, it was mostly used for criminal activities and if someone needed a spot to hide out for a night or two.

      “Who’s that?” Porter asked, going to the window herself, removing her gun and holding it down by her side in case she needed to use it.

      “That is Boka’s friend.”

      Porter observed a modestly dressed man getting out of a car and approaching the building. He was a middle-aged man, probably late forties or early fifties, and had a backpack slung over his shoulder. As he got to the door, Porter took a few steps back so her shoulders could be square to the door in case she had to start firing quickly. Once the man was inside, both Khayone and Boka proceeded toward him. Boka and the man were speaking in Zulu at first, then the man started talking to Khayone. Porter couldn’t quite hear what they were saying as they were speaking softly, only hearing their voices and no specific words. After a minute of getting a rundown from the two men, the man moved closer to Porter. After hearing that she was very cautious with new people, the man walked slowly, making sure he did nothing to alarm the woman. He stopped about halfway to her.

      “I understand you need medical attention.”

      Porter looked him up and down. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Jeso. Boka told me that you need help.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “I used to work in a hospital.”

      “Used to?”

      “That is a long story best saved for another day.” Jeso slowly took the bag off his shoulder and gently placed it on the floor a few inches in front of him. “If you’d like to look inside, you’ll see that I have supplies. I understand you have a shoulder wound.”

      Porter briefly glanced at the bag, but didn’t have much interest in looking inside. She’d already assumed medical equipment or supplies were in it. She was much more interested in the man who would be using them. After all that had happened to her so far, she wasn’t eager to turn her back to anyone.

      “I don’t have any money,” Porter said. “I can’t pay you. At least not right now.”

      “Money is not a requirement. I seek no payment. Boka said you needed help. That is why I am here.”

      “Why? You don’t know me.”

      “I am often called to help those who, for whatever reason, cannot go to a proper medical facility for treatment.”

      “There are people after me. I don’t know why.”

      Jeso smiled briefly. “I assumed as much. Most people who are shot have someone after them.”

      “But I’m not—”

      Jeso interrupted her as she seemed to be concerned about his thoughts about her. “You do not need to defend yourself to me. I am not here to pass judgment upon you. Whatever has happened is something you need to clear up after this is over.”

      “But why would you agree to come help someone you don’t know?” Porter asked. “For all you know, I’m an evil person that might kill a hundred people after you’re done.”

      Jeso smiled again. “I usually only help those who seem to have been wronged in some manner, those who have been crucified or pronounced guilty before they have had a chance to defend themselves. Khayone put in a good word for you. He believed you to be a special case.”

      Porter let out a deep sigh, then let her eyes dart around the room. “You say you used to work in a hospital?”

      “Yes.”

      Porter’s eyes began to tear up as she thought about her situation. “I can’t remember anything. I… I, don’t remember anything before yesterday. Why is that? What could have happened to me?”

      A sympathetic look came over Jeso’s face. “Let us first take care of your shoulder. Fix it up, stop the bleeding, get the bullet out. Then we will talk about the rest of it. OK?”

      Porter cleared her throat and contorted her face to open her eyes wider to prevent any tears from coming out. She nodded, finally ready to accept the doctor’s help. She looked around the room and saw a small, beat-up-looking couch that matched the rest of the house’s condition, rips and tears in the fabric.

      Porter pointed to it. “Will that work?”

      “That will work.”

      Porter sat down on the couch and took her shirt off, leaving her in just a sports bra. She lay on her stomach as she waited for Jeso to get started. Before they began, Khayone and Boka stepped outside, figuring the woman needed some privacy at a time like this. Jeso knelt beside Porter and started going through his backpack, getting the tools that he needed. He got out what looked like a tongue depressor and tried to give it to her.

      “Bite down on this. It may help with the pain.”

      Porter looked at it but shook her head. She didn’t need it. Whatever amount of pain shot through her system, she would just bear it. Biting on a wooden stick wouldn’t negate any of that. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, let’s just get this over with.”

      Porter put the depressor back in his backpack, then got to work on her shoulder. He cleaned up the wound, then cut into her shoulder to try to extract the bullet. As he performed his surgery, Porter closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, trying hard not to scream. The whole thing took about thirty minutes. Once Jeso got the bullet out, he held it in his hand for a second, then gently placed it on the floor.

      But there was something else. It wasn’t only the bullet that interested him. When he was digging around in her shoulder, something else caught his eye. Porter continued dealing with the pain, though it wasn’t quite as intense now as it was in the beginning. But having a hole in your shoulder could never be described as a comfortable experience. After a few more minutes, Jeso used his surgical tweezers to pull out what appeared to be a small SD card. He held it up high with the tweezers, inspecting it, trying to figure out what it was. Without having an answer, he placed it down on the floor next to the bullet. He then closed up Porter’s shoulder and put a bandage on it.

      Once done, Jeso got up so he could wash his equipment off. As he did, Porter sat up and gingerly put her shirt back on. She didn’t even pay attention to the bullet and other item on the floor next to her feet. She slowly moved her shoulder around, trying not to overdo it. Jeso came in and noticed her moving around already.

      “Just try not to move that around too much. You’ll need some time to heal.”

      “When should it be back to normal?” Porter asked.

      “Difficult to say. Everyone is different. It didn’t look like it did any major damage in there, so it shouldn’t be too long. Maybe a week or so. Of course, you may be able to use it sooner, it just depends on how much pain you will be able to tolerate. Judging by the look of things, you can tolerate quite a bit.”

      “Yeah.”

      Jeso came over to his bag and knelt on the floor, putting his equipment back in. Once he was done, he reached over and grabbed the bullet and the other object and looked at them a little more. He then held the bullet between his fingers and held it out for Porter to see.

      “Would you like to keep this as a souvenir or something?”

      Porter looked at it and laughed. “No, I don’t think so. You can just toss that.”

      “And what about this?” Jeso asked, holding the SD card out.

      Porter scrunched her eyebrows together as she looked at the item, unsure of what it was. “What’s that?”

      “I do not know. It was in your shoulder.”

      “What?”

      “This was in your shoulder. Not far from the bullet that struck you.”

      Porter reached over and grabbed the card to analyze it. “This was in my shoulder?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would something like this be in my shoulder?”

      “That would be a question for someone other than me to answer.”

      Porter held it with her fingers, turning it in every direction as she looked for a clue as to what it was. There were no discerning marks on it, though. It was just a plain, black object that looked like an SD card. Not a single letter, number, or mark on it anywhere. After Jeso finished putting his stuff in his bag, his attention turned back to the item in Porter’s hand.

      “For what reason would something like that be in your body?”

      “I don’t know,” Porter answered.

      The longer she thought about it, though, the more she believed it had to have been placed there for some unscrupulous reason. Then it hit her. Somebody found her at the motel. Somebody found her walking down the street. They knew where she was at all times. It had to be some kind of tracking device.

      “They’re tracking me.”

      “What?” Jeso asked.

      “It’s gotta be a tracking device. That’s how they’ve known where I am.”

      A concerned look immediately came over Jeso’s face, worried for all of their safety. “Destroy it. If it is what you say, destroy it.”

      Porter tossed it on the ground, then stomped on it, but it didn’t seem to do much good. It still appeared to be intact. Porter’s concern level was as high as it could be now. If it was a tracking device, then they knew where she was. Right now. She took her gun out and placed it directly on top of the card.

      “What are you doing?” Jeso asked.

      Porter didn’t answer. She just pulled the trigger, blowing the card into hundreds, if not thousands of little pieces. There was also a new hole in the floor. Honestly, though, it didn’t look that much out-of-place considering the condition of the rest of the building. It was actually kind of surprising that there weren’t holes in the floor already.

      “Is somebody coming?” Jeso wondered.

      “I don’t know.” Porter had a concerned look on her face as she answered, almost afraid to admit what she believed to be the truth. In reality, she knew different. Her head snapped toward the window, wondering if anything was on the other side of it.

      Porter then scurried over to the window and looked out, seeing her two friends that brought her here standing by the door, talking. She looked further out, not seeing any potential signs of trouble. But that didn’t mean they weren’t there. And if they weren’t there, it didn’t mean they weren’t coming. What it did mean was that they had to move. And now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      They were all looking at the screen when the bright red light was extinguished. Everyone started looking around at each other, wondering what was going on.

      “What just happened?” Stephenson asked.

      No one replied. The analysts in the room that were working the computers feverishly tried to get Porter’s signal back. Myers went over to one of them, looking over the analyst’s shoulders to try to decipher what was happening.

      “I need an answer,” Stephenson said, already running low on patience. Still no one replied to him, almost sending him over the edge. “I need somebody to talk to me, and I need it right now. What the hell is going on?”

      Myers finally unburied his head from the computer station and turned around to answer his boss. “We lost her signal.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t know. It just vanished.”

      “Malfunctioning again?”

      “I don’t think so,” Myers answered. “This time was different than the others.”

      “How so?”

      “Before, when we lost her signal, it would periodically blink off and on for a few minutes. Then it would just fade away. This time it just suddenly disappeared.”

      “What’s that say to you?”

      “That maybe it’s not the device breaking down. Maybe she’s either disabled it or destroyed it.”

      “Put the location of her last known signal on the screen. Then put up a satellite image.”

      “Coming up in thirty seconds,” an analyst replied.

      Exactly thirty seconds later, the image of the building Porter was now in appeared on the large screen on the wall. The fact that it was a worn-out building in the middle of nowhere seemed to alarm Stephenson the most. Combining that, along with the tracking signal being lost, he knew what that meant.

      “She went there to get operated on,” Stephenson said.

      “What?” Myers asked.

      “You said she got hit in the shoulder, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Left or right?”

      “Left, I believe.”

      “What shoulder do we put the chips in?”

      “Left,” Myers said, looking at the screen, understanding what he was saying.

      “She went there for a doctor to get the bullet out and probably found the chip at the same time. Realizing what it was, she immediately destroyed it.”

      “That would make sense. Figures. Just our luck that she would have to find it.”

      “There’s a reason we don’t tell them it’s there.”

      “What now?”

      “How long until the team is on site?” Stephenson asked.

      “A couple minutes.”

      “They need to hurry up before she blows the scene. Hopefully she’s still getting patched up and will take a while. If not, she’s probably already gone.”

      “I should give them a heads-up that she might know they’re coming.”

      “Good idea.”

      “If Porter’s got any locals with her there, what do we do with them?”

      Stephenson turned to his subordinate as he gave the orders. “It’s their call. If they feel they’re a threat, take them out. If they can get to Porter without engaging anyone else, that’s fine.”
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      Porter hurried to the door and opened it. “You guys need to get in here,” she told Khayone and Boka, afraid for their safety.

      “What is it?” Khayone asked once they came inside.

      Porter explained about that tracking device and what she thought it meant, though the men weren’t really sure what was going on. They certainly didn’t understand the threat level as well as Porter did.

      “If there are men on their way here, then we need to move,” Jeso said. He’d been through a couple of close calls like this before, though probably nothing quite on this level. He knew their lives were probably literally only minutes away from being over if they didn’t get out of there quickly.

      “He’s right,” Porter said. “I wish I had more time to express my gratitude toward you guys, but I don’t.”

      “It’s OK,” Khayone replied. “We understand.”

      Porter smiled at them both. “You guys need to go… now.”

      “What about you? Where will you go? How will you get there?”

      “I’ll figure that part out later. For now, I just need you guys to be safe.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Jeso said. “I’ll take her with me.”

      Porter snapped her head around, not sure about what she just heard. She didn’t want to put Jeso in more danger than he already was either.

      “You guys need to hurry,” Porter said, wanting them to get as far away from her as possible. “You don’t know me, never helped, and don’t know a thing about me, OK? It’ll be better for you if you don’t admit to ever seeing me at all.”

      “OK,” Khayone replied.

      Khayone and Boka walked out the door. Porter turned to Jeso to convince him he needed to do the same and leave.

      “You gotta get out of here too,” Porter said. “It’s not safe for you to be near me. I thank you for what you’ve done. But now you have to think about you.”

      “I can’t leave you here, not knowing whoever these men are that are coming for you.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “If we leave now, I can get you to a safer place.”

      “I just need you to go too.”

      “Please, we don’t have time to argue,” Jeso said.

      Porter sighed, not wanting to get him further involved, but it didn’t seem like he was willing to accept no for an answer. She also knew there was no time for debate. She finally was willing to comply, just because it was safer for him to be anywhere else other than where they were at the moment.

      “All right, get your bag and let’s go,” Porter said.

      Jeso walked over and picked up his bag. Just as he put it on his shoulder, Porter heard terrifying sounds coming from outside the building. Gunshots. She looked at Jeso, who heard them too. They ran over to the window and looked out, horrified to see the bodies of both Khayone and Boka lying on the ground. They were motionless, and Porter could see blood leaking out from both of them. Jeso stepped away from the window and rushed toward the door to check on their condition. Porter ran over to him and grabbed his arm to prevent him from going outside.

      “You can’t go out there,” Porter said.

      “They need help.”

      Porter looked away from him, not wanting to stare into his eyes. “There’s nothing you can do to help them now.” It was hard for her to admit they were dead. She wanted so hard not to believe it. If only she had never run into them. Their deaths were on her. At least, that’s how she felt.

      “If you go out there, you’re going to join them,” Porter said.

      Jeso finally stopped trying to wriggle free from her, nodding as he accepted the truth. “What do we do?”

      “Is there a back door here?”

      “Yes.”

      Porter quickly tried to formulate a plan. Not knowing how many of them were out there made it more difficult, but there were several things she did know. From where they were, they likely weren’t getting far with Jeso’s vehicle. Even if they escaped out the back, they’d still have to circle around back to the front to get out of there. They weren’t going to get away on foot. There was also the possibility that the place was surrounded. The more she thought about it, the likelier she thought it was that the people outside had guns pointed at both doors.

      “We’ll wait them out for now,” Porter said.

      “Are you sure that’s wise? What if more people are coming?”

      It was a good point. Right now, Porter couldn’t really be sure of anything. She looked back out the window to see if she could point out the shooter, making sure she didn’t make her head a target at the same time. She couldn’t see anyone, though.

      “No, I’m not sure it’s wise,” Porter said. “I just don’t know of a better plan yet.”

      “Let’s go out the back.”

      “And what if they have someone stationed out there, waiting for us to come out?”

      “But we can’t just stay here either.”

      Porter put her hand on her head as she prayed to think of a better solution. A diversion. That’s all she could think of. They needed to create a diversion. They needed to get the people outside moving in a different direction so she could see how many there were and to see their actual position.

      Then she thought of a new problem. Ammunition. She didn’t have any. All she had was the one gun she took off the agent at the motel. It was a Glock pistol that had a fifteen-round magazine. She couldn’t afford to get into a prolonged firefight. She couldn’t afford to waste shots. She had to make each one count. Suddenly a shot came ripping through the window, the glass breaking and falling onto the floor. Both Porter and Jeso put their hands over their heads as they dropped to the floor.

      “OK, here’s what we’re gonna do,” Porter said. “You’re gonna find something you can throw through one of those side windows. Make sure you stay down and out of sight.”

      “OK.”

      “Make it as loud as possible. I want them to think we’re trying to go out the side.”

      “What then?”

      “When I hear you, I’m gonna open the back door and slide out.”

      “Then what?”

      “You find a spot in here and hide and stay there until I get you,” Porter replied.

      “And what if…” Jeso didn’t even want to speculate on what might happen if Porter didn’t make it. But she knew that’s what he was implying. But it was a natural thought and didn’t bother her.

      “They’re after me, not you. If they get me, hopefully they won’t even bother to check in here. If they do, and they find you, you tell them I forced you to work on me against your will.”

      “But…”

      “Just do it. You do and say whatever you have to to get out of here, you understand?”

      “OK.”

      Jeso crouched down to be out of the line of fire from the window as he went into the kitchen area. Porter did the same as she went to the back door. There wasn’t much left in the kitchen these days, but there were still a few pots, plates, and glasses that Jeso could use. He grabbed the heaviest pot he could find, then went over to the window. It wasn’t quite as big as the one that just got shot out, but it was still a good size. Big enough for a couple of people to be able to crawl out of in an emergency.

      Jeso reached back with the heavy pot, then used all his strength to put it through the glass, breaking it into several pieces. It wasn’t totally shattered, so he continued chipping away at it until all the glass had fallen to the floor or the ground outside. As soon as Porter heard the glass breaking, she slightly opened the door. She was still lying on the ground, assuming that if anyone was back there, they’d be shooting at a higher target.

      There wasn’t much in the back of the building. It was mostly dirt. A few bushes and trees lined the rear of the property, along with what looked like a small retaining wall. The wall was made of brick, but it wasn’t big. Porter estimated it wasn’t more than three or four feet high at the most. There was a small hill on the other side of it.

      Porter didn’t see anyone moving out there. Either her plan didn’t work, and they didn’t buy them leaving through the other window, or nobody was back there to begin with. But she really didn’t believe that. Somebody was there. They had to be. Porter pushed the door open forcefully, hoping that would force a reaction. It worked. As soon as the wooden door started swinging, a shot rang out, pricking the door. A small piece of wood chipped off and flew into the air.

      The shot came from Porter’s right, though she still couldn’t see anyone. Still lying on the floor, she poked her head out a little further, realizing she was at risk of having it blown off. But it was the only way to see what was out there. She waited a few seconds, but still saw nothing. She lay perfectly still, patiently waiting, knowing something would materialize if she gave it a little more time. She was right.

      A few seconds later, she saw a man poke his head up above the brick wall about thirty feet away from her. But the man saw her too. He let loose, firing a few rounds at Porter, one of which whizzed past her, and another one that hit right in front of her, kicking up dust and dirt. She coughed as the dirt flew up into her face, waving her hand to clear the air.

      Porter pulled back a little so her head wasn’t exposed past the door as she contemplated her next action. Whatever she decided to do, she had to do it decisively, and she had to do it quickly. The one good thing she got out of it so far was that there was probably only one of them. At least in the back of the house. If there were more, they’d probably be bombarding her with bullets by now. But she still had to move. Staying in the same spot was not an option.

      Porter hopped up to her knees as she checked her weapon, then extended her left leg as if she were a short-distance sprint runner about to take off. She took a few deep breaths, then identified the spot she planned to run to. She rose, barely taking her knee off the floor, then bolted from the confines and protection of the building. Her feet kicked up dirt as she sprinted across the ground. The man thirty feet away from her stood up fully, exposing himself from the waist up, firing rapidly at Porter as she sprinted across the ground.

      With bullets flying all around her, some hitting the dirt, almost creating a dust storm, and some bullets streaking past her, Porter dove over the retaining wall once she got there. A few more bullets hit the brick wall, glancing off it. Without being able to see what the other side of the retaining wall looked like, Porter had no way of knowing she only had about an eight- to ten-inch spot to land on. After about ten inches, the ground sloped down at a pretty good angle.

      Porter launched herself like a gymnast, powering herself over the wall, though she hurled herself too far, landing on the ground right where the sloping began. She let out a groan, her injured shoulder screaming out in pain as she hit the ground. The agent that had fired at her ran over in her direction, knowing that she flew too far in the air and was sliding down.

      Luckily, Porter was able to grab hold of some rocks and tree roots that were intertwined with the ground, though it was a bumpy and painful slide, and she was only able to hold on with one hand, unwilling to let go of the gun in her other hand. Since the slope was about a forty-five-degree angle, her slide stopped after only a few feet. As she grabbed hold of some roots, she was able to pull herself up to another one. She kept her eyes looking up, expecting the other man to appear in her view any second.

      Porter stopped clawing at the ground as she thought she heard something. It sounded like someone running toward her. Still lying on the ground, she was perfectly still, aiming her gun at the top of the hill. She patiently waited for a target to emerge in her sight line. A few seconds later, that target became clear. The man shooting at her came running over to check on where she was, maybe thinking that she was planning on sliding down the hill to escape the situation.

      Just as the man came into Porter’s view, she fired three rounds, each of which found its mark. The man fell backwards over the retaining wall. Although Porter knew she hit him, she wasn’t sure if he was dead. She hurriedly climbed back up the hill, ignoring the pain in her shoulder. She knew if the man wasn’t dead, she might be if she took too long to get up there. Once she got to flat ground, she hopped over the wall, her gun still pointing straight ahead in case she needed to use it. She saw the man’s body lying on the ground, motionless. She kept her gun pointed at him in case he was playing possum. His gun was next to his body, and Porter kicked it away to prevent her from getting a nasty surprise. She wasn’t initially sure how many times she shot him at first, but now being up close, could see that she nailed him all three times. And all three were square in the chest. He wouldn’t be playing possum. He was stone cold dead.

      Porter picked her head up, ready to move on from the dead man lying in front of her. She had barely gotten her eyes to the corner of the building when she saw the outline of another man standing there. Before she was able to move her gun around, the man opened up and fired at her. She felt a sharp and sudden intense pain at her side, her free hand instinctively covering where she had just been shot.

      Not wanting to stand there and have a gunfight in the open, Porter fell back over the wall, being careful to land on the flat ground so she didn’t slide back down again. She grunted, landing on her injured shoulder again, and also the side of her that had just been shot. Porter gritted her teeth, knowing she didn’t have time to wallow in pain. There was someone trying to kill her. She had to put the pain completely out of her mind.

      Porter quickly got to her knees as she breathed heavily, trying to take quick, short breaths. She turned her head sideways for a few seconds, sticking her ear out to try to hear where the other man was. She could hear nothing, though. Either the man was stationary, waiting for her to appear again, or he was moving quietly.

      Not wanting to remain in the same position, Porter started crawling on her hands and knees to move farther down the wall, taking extra care to make sure she wasn’t making any noises herself. She periodically looked up just to make sure the man wasn’t already standing somewhere, looking down on her. Once she got down to what she considered an acceptable distance from where she was, she settled on one knee again, ready to quickly rise over the wall and find her target before he found her.

      Before rising, Porter took a few deep breaths, ready to accept whatever came her way. She stood up, putting her elbows on the top of the wall for support, aiming for the corner of the building. But the man wasn’t there. She quickly spun around, looking to her right, then to her left. The man was still nowhere in sight, though. Porter quickly tried to identify any spots that the man could be hiding, but there really wasn’t much. He was either inside the house or had retreated back around the building. Or he was holding his ground just beyond that corner of the house.

      Not wanting to remain a target by just standing there, Porter dropped down to the ground again. Once again, she crawled along the base of the wall. This time, she wasn’t planning on stopping until she got to the end of it. That should have coincided with where the corner of the house was located. She crawled down to the end of the wall without incident. Once she got there, she peeked around the edge of it, seeing the corner of the wall clearly. The man wasn’t there.

      Porter turned her head around to make sure the man hadn’t gone around the house then hopped over the wall to come up behind her. He hadn’t. It was clear. She knew he was out there somewhere, just waiting for her to show herself. Maybe he went inside the house, she thought. Then, as soon as she appeared, he’d pop up at a window and take her out.

      She didn’t like it, but just as she did before, she couldn’t afford to just stay there without doing anything. So far, it only appeared to be two of them. But the longer she delayed, the higher the chances were of them having reinforcements coming. The more she thought about it, she figured that’s what the man was doing. Trying to keep her tied down somewhere so help could arrive.

      Porter turned around and looked down the hill. She had thoughts of just sliding back down until she got to the bottom. She knew she could make it all right; it was just a matter of where she’d go after that. Being out in the middle of nowhere wasn’t that strong of a strategy to her. And she’d still be on the run. Not that she wouldn’t still be otherwise, but at least if she could kill this guy waiting for her, maybe she could put some distance between her and whoever was after her. It’d be tougher to do that on foot and if she left this guy alive.

      Porter turned back to the house, knowing she had to make a move. She was going to have to blink first, since her opponent obviously wasn’t going to. The only thing she hoped she had in her favor was that the man might still think she was along the middle of the wall. She took a few short huffs, then darted toward the corner of the house. About halfway there, a shot came from one of the back windows. It wasn’t close to her, as the man was taken by surprise when she came from the end of the wall.

      The man was inside the house. He’d actually moved to the back door when Porter fell over the wall, hoping to get a better angle on her when she actually rose. He went inside and stood by a window to give himself better cover. It was the same man that Porter bested in the fight back at the warehouse. The same man that already shot her. Twice now. He hoped the third time would be the charm.

      Now Porter felt like she had the upper hand. Finally. Now he was the one who would have to show himself. He made a mistake in going inside.

      Porter peeked her head in through one of the side windows. He wasn’t there. The glass part of the window had been knocked out a long time before that, making it easier for Porter to go through. She quickly went through it, grimacing as her side scraped against the frame. She gritted her teeth, making sure she didn’t make any sound to alert the man of her presence, no matter how much it hurt.

      Once inside, Porter took a quick look around the room to make sure the man wasn’t already waiting for her somewhere. With it being clear, she slowly walked toward the opening to the next room, knowing she might run into her attacker at any second. She walked into the hallway that led to the back door and cautiously approached the area she believed him to be in. Porter came across the kitchen and ducked inside, just to make sure the man hadn’t changed positions. She saw Jeso huddled in a corner, trying to use an old wooden chair for protection, not that it hid him much. Then she got an idea. There was still one more window intact in the kitchen.

      “Wait a minute or two, then take out that window,” Porter said.  “Just like you did with the other one.”

      “OK.”

      “Just make sure you duck and get out of the way afterwards. I don’t want you getting hit in the crossfire."

      She hoped the noise would make the man think she was entering through the kitchen and get him out into the open, where she could have an easier shot without putting herself in as much jeopardy. She retreated back to the other room she came in, standing by the corner, out of sight. If she jumped out from her position, she could have a good view of the kitchen entrance if the man fell for it.

      A little over a minute later, glass could be heard breaking, crackling to the floor. Porter peeked around the corner, allowing only half of her eye to be visible. She only had to wait a few seconds. Her target, believing someone was coming into the building, came flying around the corner from the back door, ready to unleash a lot of firepower at whoever it was.

      As soon as the man became visible, Porter emerged from her spot. She wanted to make sure she got to him before he went inside the kitchen and found Jeso, since the man would surely kill him. Just as the man got to the kitchen and was about to go in, Porter fired, nicking the man in the arm. He was stunned and stumbled backwards a little, though he was still in the fight. The man quickly regained his composure and aimed at Porter, but she had already fired another shot, hitting the man in the chest. This time he went down. He was fatally wounded and lying flat on his back, a few minutes away from perishing.

      Seeing that the man was still breathing, though probably not for much longer, Porter knew this might be her only chance for some answers. She rushed over to the man, kneeling beside him. The man looked up at her, wondering why she wasn’t finishing him off. He coughed, obviously in a lot of discomfort.

      “Who are you?” Porter asked. “Why do you keep coming after me? What have I done?”

      The man looked at her strangely, wondering if she was for real. “You don’t know?”

      “No.”

      The man let out a smile, though it was short-lived as he started coughing again. “You went MIA last week. They think you’re on the run.”

      “MIA? From whom?”

      “They’re gonna keep coming.”

      “Why? What did I do?”

      “It’s what you didn’t do. It’s who you are.”

      “Which is what? What didn’t I do?”

      The man turned his head and closed his eyes for the final time. He was gone. Porter wasn’t getting any more answers out of him. Not that the answers she was getting made a lot of sense to her. She didn’t feel like she really knew much more now than she did. She wanted to just slump to the ground and cry. How long was this going to go on? Was she going to have to look over her shoulder for the rest of her life? But she couldn’t. She wasn’t even sure if there were only two of them there. There could have been others around the building, though she assumed she would have run into them by now. Still, she couldn’t afford to be paralyzed.

      Porter stood up, then went out the back door and started searching to make sure nobody else was there. She looked around the perimeter of the building, the retaining wall, then went around to the front. She checked around the cars, even seeing the car the two now-dead men came in. She searched inside but found nothing of value or interest. Once she was satisfied that she and Jeso truly were by themselves, she went back inside the building.

      Before she did, though, she saw the bodies of Khayone, of Boka, lying out front. She knelt beside them, sorry for what happened to them, and said a few words to express her fondness for them. She would never forget their kindness in trying to help her. When Porter finally did go back inside, she saw Jeso standing by the dead man. He noticed Porter was bleeding again from her side.

      “Looks like you need more attention.”

      Porter wanted to laugh but just didn’t have the energy. “Seems like that’s a recurring theme for me.”

      “Let’s get a look at it.”

      “I don’t think we have time. We need to go.”

      “It would be a shame to make it through all this, just to die along the way due to blood loss or infection or something.”

      “I might have to take my chances. You heard him. There are more coming. We can’t stay here a split second longer.”

      Jeso finally capitulated to her request. “Fine. But once we’re a safe distance away, I will need to get you back on the operating table.”

      Porter was finally able to let out a tired laugh. “Yeah, back to the operating table.”
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