
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​SANDPOINT


A Margaret Swanson Thriller

BY RYAN THOMPSON


Copyright 2026 by Ryan Thompson

Endless Pursuit Publishers

[image: ]

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

First edition.


​Dedicated to Grandma Futter.

​[image: ]

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​1




[image: ]




The dim, fluorescent lights buzzed above, casting a harsh glow on the training bay as Margaret Swanson adjusted her grip on the loaded Glock 19. Her breathing was steady, controlled, but her fingers twitched, betraying a hint of unease. It had been weeks since Packwood, weeks since the towering forests, the majestic mountains, and the clinic in White Pass. She’d been trying to find her footing ever since, but the numbness in her hands lingered like an unwelcome guest, a phantom reminder of something she couldn’t quite shake.

"Your stance is off again, Swanson." Peterson’s gruff voice cut through the cold, sterile air of the training bay. It was the kind of tone that brooked no argument, sharp and unrelenting, just like the man himself. His eyes, hawk-like, tracked her every movement with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

Margaret flexed her shoulders, rolling the tension out of her neck as she adjusted her footing on the rubber mats. Her boots made a faint scraping noise as she shifted her weight. "I thought I nailed it that time," she said, though her voice carried more defiance than certainty.

"You thought wrong," Peterson shot back, closing the distance between them in two quick strides. He was in her space now, looming like a storm cloud. Without hesitation, he reached out, his large, calloused hands snapping her arm into a straighter line. The movement was mechanical, efficient, but there was no mistaking the underlying steel in his touch. "Your body remembers what your mind’s trying to ignore," he said, his voice dropping into a low, almost growling tone. "And that? That’ll get you killed. Again."

She flinched ever so slightly at his choice of words, the implication cutting deeper than she wanted to admit. But she didn’t let it show—at least, not fully. She locked her jaw, refusing to let him see the cracks that were starting to spiderweb beneath the surface. Not now. Not here. "Try again."

Margaret raised the weapon, her grip firm, her arms steady, but her mind began to drift, like a leaf caught in a slow-moving current. A low hum filled the back of her head, a sound that hadn’t left her since those hazy days at the clinic. The blood tests, the sterile smell of antiseptic, the murmured conversations with doctors who wouldn’t quite meet her eyes—it all felt like a dream, or maybe a nightmare. The edges of those memories were blurred, smudged like ink on damp paper, but the weight of them pressed on her chest all the same.

She exhaled sharply, squeezing the trigger. The sharp crack of the Glock firing jolted her back to reality. Peterson took a step back, studying her with narrowed eyes, his jaw set in that familiar way that signaled he was holding something back. For a moment, just a fraction of a second, hesitation flickered across his face. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but Margaret caught it. And that hesitation wasn’t like him. Not at all.

"Spit it out already," Margaret said, lowering the gun and setting it down on the nearby table with a soft thud. Her voice had gained an edge now, the kind that came from too many sleepless nights and too many unanswered questions. She turned to face him fully, crossing her arms over her chest. "You’ve been circling me like a hawk since I got back. What is it?"

Peterson didn’t respond immediately. He stood there, arms crossed, his expression carved from stone. The silence stretched, heavy and uncomfortable, until finally, he exhaled through his nose, a short, sharp sound that was equal parts frustration and resolve.

"You’re not ready," he said, the words slow and deliberate, as if he hated saying them as much as she hated hearing them. "Not for this. Not yet."

Margaret’s eyes narrowed, her posture stiffening as her fingers curled into fists at her sides. "Not ready for what?" she demanded, her voice sharper now, cutting through the air like the crack of a whip.

Peterson hesitated again, and for the first time, Margaret thought she saw something close to concern in his otherwise unflinching gaze. "For what’s coming," he said finally, his tone heavy with meaning. "You’ve been through hell, Swanson. But where we’re headed? Hell’s just the beginning."

Peterson leaned against the cold metal counter, crossing his arms over his chest. The shooting range felt colder suddenly, the fluorescent lights overhead casting harsh shadows across the room. The walls seemed to close in ever so slightly, the sterile smell of disinfectant sharp in the air. 

"You’ve been through hell, Swanson," he said, his eyes softening for just a moment, a flicker of sympathy breaking through his usual stoic demeanor before hardening again into something unreadable. "But there’s something you need to know. Something they didn’t tell you at White Pass. Hell, I’m not even sure they wanted us to ever find it." 

Margaret narrowed her eyes, her arms tightening reflexively around her torso. Her voice was steady, but there was an edge to it. "Find what?" 

Peterson glanced at the room’s lone security camera, its lens a tiny, unblinking eye perched in the corner. He shifted closer to her, lowering his voice to just above a whisper. 

"When I got the full blood work results from the clinic, there was an anomaly." 

"An anomaly?" she echoed cautiously, her brow furrowing. 

"LSD," he said flatly. 

Her stomach dropped. She blinked, sure she’d misheard him. "What?" 

"LSD," Peterson repeated, each syllable sharp and deliberate as if he needed her to understand the weight of the word. "Not just traces. Significant quantities. And from the markers, this wasn’t some one-off recreational use, either. This was sustained, clinical dosing. Someone pumped you full of it, Margaret. Over a long period of time." 

The air seemed to thicken around her, and Margaret instinctively reached for the edge of the counter to steady herself as her knees threatened to buckle. A rush of fragmented memories crashed into her—flashes of distorted images, the numbness in her hands that she had dismissed for months, the strange tingling in her scalp, the constant brain fog that had wrapped around her mind like a suffocating blanket. It all made a twisted kind of sense now. 

"No," she whispered, her voice barely audible, shaking her head as if she could somehow deny the implications. "That's... that's insane. Why... why would anyone do that to me?" The words broke in her throat, the vulnerability she rarely let show slipping through in her cracking voice. 

Peterson sighed deeply, running a hand along the back of his neck. His usually composed exterior seemed to falter for just a moment before he straightened. "That’s what we’re trying to figure out," he said, his tone heavy with frustration. "But let’s not kid ourselves here. Given your background—" 

She cut him off, her voice sharp now. "What background? What are you talking about?" 

Peterson raised an eyebrow, his eyes locking onto hers. "Come on, Swanson. You said it yourself back in Packwood, didn’t you? That you felt like someone was pulling the strings? Like you were just a piece on their board? Think about everything you went through—how they ‘prepared’ you, how they tested you, how they used you. It’s all part of their playbook. Hell, you’re not the first, and you won’t be the last." 

Margaret’s hands curled into fists, her knuckles white as she gripped the counter. Anger began to rise in her chest, mixing with the confusion and fear swirling inside her. "This can’t be happening," she muttered, her voice trembling. "There’s got to be an explanation. Someone... someone made a mistake." 

"They didn’t make a mistake," Peterson said firmly. "They knew exactly what they were doing. And now we’re stuck trying to figure out why." 

The room fell silent except for the faint hum of the overhead lights. Margaret’s mind raced, trying to piece together the fragments of her past, now tinged with the sickening realization that so much of it might have been manipulated, controlled. But one question burned brighter than the rest, cutting through the noise in her head. 

"What do we do now?" she asked finally, her voice steady despite the storm raging inside her. 

Peterson took a step back, his expression unreadable once again. "We figure it out," he said simply. "And we make them pay for it."

"MKUltra," she said under her breath, the name rolling off her tongue like a curse, heavy and bitter. 

"MKUltra." Peterson nodded grimly, his expression carved from stone. “What started in the ‘50s didn’t die with the Church Committee. They just buried it deeper, out of sight. Torture, manipulation, chemical control... it’s all still out there, operating in the shadows. They erased the majority of the files to conceal their actions, disguising it under a variety of new names. But we both know—they never truly relinquish this kind of power. They just refine it, perfect it, and get better at hiding it from the world.” 

Margaret’s hands trembled at her sides, not from fear, but from a simmering anger that threatened to boil over. Her jaw tightened as she fought to keep her voice steady. “And you think this is starting to unravel the way they ran the program on me? That I’m part of some chemical experiment, just another lab rat without oversight?” 

Peterson stared at her, his eyes sharp and unflinching. “I think you were more valuable to them than you realize,” he said carefully. “They don’t waste resources on random targets. Myelin saw something in you. Something important. And until we figure out what that ‘something’ is, you’re going to have to stay on high alert. You’re not dealing with amateurs. These are people who have mastered the art of control.” 

Margaret swallowed hard, her throat dry as the weight of his words pressed down on her chest. The air in the room seemed heavier now, harder to breathe. Her mind raced, connecting fragments of memories she wished would stay buried—strange dreams, unexplained gaps in her past, the feeling of being watched even in the most mundane moments. She clenched her fists, wanting to demand answers, to scream at Peterson for waiting this long to tell her the truth. But she knew him too well. If he had waited, it was because he was calculating, waiting for the right moment, the moment when she could handle it without breaking. 

“Why tell me this now?” she asked finally, her voice low but steady, though her eyes burned with questions she wasn’t sure she wanted the answers to. 

“Because what’s happening in Sandpoint is tied to all of this,” Peterson said bluntly, his tone sharper now, more urgent. “People disappearing, then reappearing with no memory of where they’ve been or what’s happened to them. It’s not random, Margaret. Sandpoint could make Packwood look like child’s play. Whoever’s running it has the same signature as what I’m seeing here. The same calculated, surgical precision. And if we’re lucky—" He paused, his eyes narrowing. "If we’re lucky, this will lead back to you with answers. Answers about what happened to you, about why you’re at the center of all this.” 

Margaret’s stomach tightened, a cold knot of unease forming as she processed his words. “And if we’re not lucky?” she asked, her voice quieter now, almost a whisper. 

Peterson’s expression darkened, the faintest flicker of doubt crossing his face before he buried it beneath his usual grim resolve. “Then it means we’re up against something far bigger than either of us imagined. And luck won’t save anyone.” 

The silence that followed was suffocating. Margaret stared at him, her mind churning with a thousand questions, each heavier than the last. The thought of Sandpoint—of people being taken and returned like broken toys—sent a chill down her spine. Was she just another piece in their twisted puzzle? Was there even a way out of it? 

Peterson broke the silence, his voice softer now but no less serious. “Margaret, listen to me. Whatever they saw in you, whatever they did to you, it’s not over. But you’re not alone in this. We’ll figure it out. I promise.” 

She nodded slowly, though the weight of his promise felt almost impossible to bear. For the first time, she realized how small they were against something so massive, so insidious. And yet, she also knew she couldn’t—wouldn’t—back down. Not now. Not ever.

Sandpoint. The name tasted bitter in her mouth already, like ash and regret. 

"I’m not ready for this," she admitted, the confession cutting through the tension in the room like a knife. Her voice wavered, but she kept her face still, unreadable. 

"Doesn’t matter," Peterson said, his tone clipped, almost cold. He leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his broad chest, his expression as unyielding as granite. "You don’t have a choice. The moment they dosed you, you became part of this evil program. Like it or not." 

Margaret slid her hand across the counter, her fingers brushing the Glock that rested there, cold and uninviting. Its weight felt like a silent reminder of everything she had come to rely on. She stared at the floor, her mind racing. Her world had shrunk to the size of this training bay, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, casting stark shadows on the walls. And yet, somehow, it had never felt larger. 

Myelin had gotten to her. He had reached into her body, her mind, and twisted it without her knowing—or at least so she thought. The idea of it made her stomach churn, but she clenched her jaw, forcing herself to focus. 

But knowledge was a weapon. And Margaret Swanson had never been unarmed for long. 

"Sandpoint," she said finally, her voice steadier now as she straightened her posture. The hint of resolve in her tone was enough to make Peterson raise an eyebrow. 

"When do I leave?" 

"Tomorrow," Peterson said, his eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made her breath catch for a moment. "Get some sleep, Swanson. It’s about to get worse." 

She nodded, swallowing hard. Sleep? It felt like a distant luxury, something reserved for a different version of herself—a version that hadn’t been dragged into this shadowy program. Her fingers found the Glock again, and this time she gripped it tightly. Tomorrow, she would face whatever waited for her in Sandpoint. And Margaret Swanson wouldn’t go down without a fight.
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The chrome door of the transit tube sealed with a nearly silent whisper, a soft finality that separated Margaret from the stark white environment of the Vancouver station. She settled into the formfitting seat, the material cool against her back. Thirty minutes. The thought was both a comfort and a source of unease. A half hour was all it took for the Department of Homeland Security’s high speed subway to catapult a person from the rain soaked coast to the arid interior of the Inward Empire. The acceleration was a subtle, persistent giant, pressing her into her seat without a sound. It was a force she had grown accustomed to, a modern marvel she usually appreciated for its efficiency. Today, however, the sensation felt different, more invasive. It seemed to amplify the static humming just below the surface of her skin, a low frequency vibration that had become her constant companion.

Numbness had started in her left hand that morning. It began as a faint tingling in the tips of her fingers, like the feeling of a limb waking after being asleep. But it hadn’t faded. Instead, it had spread, a slow, creeping tide that had now claimed her entire hand and was beginning to ghost its way into her right. It was a dull, thick sensation, as if she were wearing ill fitting gloves made of cotton. She made a fist, watching the knuckles turn white, but the feedback was delayed. The connection between her brain’s command and her body’s response felt sluggish, as if the signal had to travel through a dense fog.

The fog was not just a metaphor. It was a real and unwelcome guest in her mind, a cognitive haze that blurred the sharp edges of her thoughts. It made recalling simple facts an effort and complex analysis a monumental task. Peterson’s words from their training session the day before echoed through this mental mist, fragmented and distorted. Sustained, clinical dosing. The phrase felt alien, a piece of a puzzle she couldn’t see, let alone solve. How could she have been dosed with LSD without her knowledge? The idea was a violation so profound she could not yet fully grasp its implications. It was an invisible wound, a poison working its way through her system, and she was only just beginning to feel its effects. Since her visit at the White Pass clinic they had been giving her injections to help with the symptoms. She wasn’t quite bought into the more medication approach, after a few weeks she had stopped the injections.

The gentle chime indicating their approach to Spokane pulled her from her internal inventory. The tube decelerated with the same seamless grace it had used to launch, the immense pressure lifting as if a weight had been removed from her chest. The doors slid open, and the change in the air was immediate and striking. The manufactured, recycled air of the tube gave way to something crisp and dry, carrying the scent of pine and sun baked earth. It was a world away from the damp, salty air of Vancouver.

She moved through the terminal with practiced efficiency, her training providing a familiar rhythm to her steps. The Spokane DHS station was smaller than Vancouver’s, but no less secure. She bypassed the official vehicle pool, a row of black sedans waiting for agents on assignment. Peterson had authorized her to operate with a greater degree of autonomy on this mission, a decision she now saw as both a blessing and a curse. Anonymity was a powerful tool, but it also deepened her isolation. She walked out into the public section of the transit hub, the noise and bustle of civilian life a stark contrast to the quiet intensity of the secured zones.

At the rental car counter, she chose a dark gray sedan. It was a common model, utterly forgettable, the kind of car that blended into any background. The rental agent, a young man with a cheerful, open face, processed her paperwork with a friendly efficiency that felt jarringly normal. He talked about the beautiful weather, about the best places to eat downtown, his words a pleasant hum against the backdrop of her internal static. She responded with polite non-committals, her mind already on the road ahead. The numbness in her hands made gripping the pen to sign the agreement a conscious effort. She had to watch her fingers to make sure they did what she told them.

Once behind the wheel, she felt a sliver of control return. Driving was a familiar task, an action rooted in muscle memory that the fog in her head could not completely obscure. She navigated out of the city, leaving the modest skyline of Spokane in her rearview mirror. The urban landscape quickly gave way to rolling hills, a patchwork of wheat fields and ranch lands that stretched to the horizon.

The freeway unfurled before her, a black ribbon cutting through a sea of gold and green. Ponderosa pines stood like sentinels on the hillsides, their long, graceful needles catching the light. The sky was a vast and brilliant blue, a color so deep and pure it felt almost unnatural after months under the perpetual grey blanket of the coast. The beauty of the landscape was undeniable, but it was a harsh, unforgiving beauty. The sheer scale of it, the endless sky and the rolling earth, made her feel small and exposed.

She crossed the state line into Idaho, marked by a simple blue sign on the side of the freeway. The change in the landscape was gradual at first, then dramatic. The rolling hills grew into proper mountains, their summits scraping at the sky. Some of the higher elevations still held onto patches of snow, stark white against the dark rock. The road began to twist and climb, following the contours of the land. It clung to the sides of steep valleys where rivers, fat and brown with spring runoff, churned with a raw, untamed power.

This was North Idaho. It felt like a different country, a place carved from a more primal blueprint. The forests were denser here, the trees taller and closer together. The shadows they cast were deep and cool, even in the bright afternoon sun. This land did not feel welcoming. It felt ancient, indifferent, a silent witness that had seen empires rise and fall without notice. It possessed a character all its own, a brooding presence that seemed to watch her progress with a quiet, unsettling patience. Every curve in the road revealed a new vista, each more breathtaking and more intimidating than the last. The mountains were not just a backdrop; they were a wall, a fortress of rock and timber that seemed designed to keep the world out, or to keep something in.

Margaret felt the isolation press in on her. In Packwood, this feeling of being separated from the world was a source of strength, a necessary detachment that allowed her to focus. Now, it felt like a symptom of her condition. The fog in her mind, the numbness in her hands, the vast, empty landscape, it all merged into a single, overwhelming sense of being utterly and completely alone.

After what felt like an eternity, the road began to descend. Through a break in the trees, she caught her first glimpse of Sandpoint. The town was nestled in a curve of the shoreline, a small collection of civilization on the edge of a vast, dark lake. Lake Pend Oreille, pronounced by the locals as POND-A-RAY. She knew from her briefing that it was one of the deepest lakes in North America. From her vantage point, it looked like a piece of the ocean, a massive body of water that stretched to the far horizon, its surface a choppy, deep blue.

The town itself looked like something from a travel magazine. The downtown area was a collection of handsome brick buildings, their storefronts decorated with colorful awnings. A marina full of sailboats and pleasure cruisers sat in a protected bay. Neat houses with well tended gardens climbed the hills that rose from the water’s edge. It was picturesque, a perfect image of small town American charm. But just like the beautiful landscape, the town's idyllic appearance felt like a mask. The dissonance she had felt on the drive intensified. It was too perfect, too clean. It felt like a stage, carefully set for a play she was about to walk into.

Her rented cabin was located a few miles outside of town, down a winding gravel road that snaked through a dense forest of fir and cedar. It was a simple A frame structure, with a stone chimney and a wide wooden deck that looked out into the trees. It smelled of pine scented cleaner and the faint, pleasant aroma of old woodsmoke. She carried her single duffel bag inside, the weight of it feeling unfamiliar in her numb hand. The main room was dominated by a large stone fireplace, and a thick bearskin rug was spread out on the hardwood floor. The sound of her boots was muffled as she crossed the room.

She dropped the bag and walked out onto the deck. The air was cool and clean, filled with the scent of the forest. The only sounds were the whisper of the wind through the high branches of the pines and the occasional, lonely cry of a hawk circling overhead. There was no traffic noise, no distant sirens, no hum of a city. The silence was absolute, and it did nothing to quiet the noise in her own head. In fact, it seemed to amplify it. The static under her skin buzzed louder. The fog felt thicker.

The numbness in her hands had gotten worse during the drive. Her fingers felt like clumsy, useless appendages. She tried to grip the wooden railing of the deck, but her hand slipped. She looked down at it, a sense of profound disconnect washing over her. It was her hand, but it didn't feel like it belonged to her anymore. It was just another part of the world that felt distant and unreal.

This was the start of her mission. She was supposed to be sharp, focused, ready for anything. Instead, she felt broken, compromised before she had even begun. Peterson had sent her here because Sandpoint was connected to MKUltra, according to Dr. Myelin, another piece of the puzzle with whatever had been done to her. He believed she was uniquely qualified to investigate it. But standing on that deck, surrounded by the silent, watchful wilderness of North Idaho, Margaret Swanson felt uniquely vulnerable. She was a hunter who had become the hunted, an investigator who was now the subject of her own investigation. The real enemy wasn't just in Sandpoint. It was inside her, in her blood, in her mind. And it was winning.
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The silence of the cabin had become a weight. After a restless night filled with disjointed dreams and the persistent, low hum of her own nervous system, Margaret knew she couldn’t stay isolated. To understand Sandpoint, she had to immerse herself in it, becoming a face in the crowd. The brain fog was a thick blanket this morning, and the numbness in her hands was a constant, frustrating distraction. She needed to anchor herself, to find a point of focus outside her own compromised body. Reconnaissance was the mission, and the mission was the only thing that mattered.

She drove the gray sedan into town, the morning sun casting long shadows across the road. Sandpoint was already awake. People strolled along the sidewalks, shopkeepers swept their stoops, and the flag in the center of the town square flapped lazily in the breeze. It was a scene of idyllic small town life, so perfect it felt staged. Her unease from the day before returned, a cold knot in her stomach.

She parked a block away from the main street and walked. Her destination was a place she had scouted on her initial drive through: Bob’s Diner. It sat on a corner, a classic slice of Americana with a cheerful red and white sign, large plate glass windows, and a promise of “The Best Huckleberry Pie in Bonner County.” It was the kind of place that served as a town’s social hub, a nexus point for gossip and information. It was the perfect listening post.

The bell above the door chimed as she entered, a friendly, familiar sound. The air inside was warm and thick with the smells of sizzling bacon, fresh coffee, and something sweet and fruity, likely the famous pie. The diner was a time capsule. Red vinyl booths lined the walls, a long formica counter with swiveling stools ran the length of the room, and the floor was a classic black and white checkerboard pattern. It was about half full, a mix of locals starting their day.

Margaret chose a booth near the back, one that gave her a clear line of sight to the entrance, the counter, and most of the other patrons. It was a tactical choice, ingrained and automatic. She slid onto the cool vinyl, placing her hands on the table. She flexed her fingers, trying to chase away the persistent numbness. It was like trying to feel through a layer of thick felt.

A waitress approached, coffee pot in hand. She was a woman in her late forties, with a warm, open face and hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Her name tag read ‘Sherry’.

“Morning, hon. Coffee?” Sherry’s voice was exactly what you’d expect in a place like this, friendly and a little bit raspy.

“Please,” Margaret said, managing a small smile.

Sherry filled the thick ceramic mug in front of her. “You’re new in town. Haven’t seen you around before.” It wasn’t an accusation, just a statement of fact. In a town this size, a new face was an event, especially in the off tourists seasons of Summer and Winter.

“Just passing through,” Margaret replied, using her standard cover. “Doing some hiking.”

“Well, you came to the right place for it,” Sherry said, her smile widening. “You need to fuel up first, though. Can I get you something to eat? The pancakes are light as a cloud. And you have to try the huckleberry pie at some point. Bob’s not lying on the sign.”

“Just coffee for now, thanks. Maybe some toast.”

“You got it.” Sherry topped off her mug and moved on to the next table, her movements efficient and practiced.

Margaret took a sip of the coffee. It was strong and hot, and the warmth of the mug was a faint, distant sensation against her numb palms. She settled in, letting her gaze drift around the room, becoming just another anonymous traveler enjoying a quiet breakfast. She listened to the low hum of conversation, the clatter of cutlery, the sizzle from the grill. It was all perfectly normal.

And then she started to see it.

It began at the counter. Three men sat side by side, all dressed in flannel shirts and work boots. They were talking about fishing on the lake. As one of them spoke, he idly tapped his fingers on the countertop. A simple, repetitive rhythm. A few seconds later, the man next to him began to do the same, his fingers matching the pattern exactly. Then the third man joined in. Three separate hands, moving in perfect, unnerving synchronicity, all while their conversation continued without a pause. They seemed completely unaware of the shared, rhythmic tic.

Margaret’s focus sharpened. She scanned the room again, looking past the surface. In a booth across from her, two women were deep in a conversation about a local school board meeting. They were animated, gesturing with their hands. Then, in the middle of a sentence, both women reached for their water glasses at the exact same instant. They lifted them, took a sip, and placed them back on the table in a single, fluid, mirrored motion before continuing their conversation as if nothing had happened.

A chill traced its way down Margaret’s spine. These weren’t coincidences. The movements were too precise, too coordinated. It was subtle, so subtle that anyone not specifically looking for it would miss it entirely. It was like watching a flock of birds change direction in mid air, a collective mind guiding individual bodies. Was she imagining it? Was the chemical fog in her brain causing her to see patterns that weren’t there? She held her breath, watching, waiting.

A man in a worn out baseball cap got up from his stool at the counter, walked over to the large, vintage jukebox in the corner, and fed a coin into the slot. The machine whirred for a moment, and then music began to fill the diner. It was a folk song, a simple melody with a lone acoustic guitar and a soft, melancholic male voice.

The effect was instantaneous and profound.

Sherry was halfway to Margaret’s booth, a plate with her toast in hand. The moment the first chords of the song played, she stopped dead. The warm, friendly smile on her face didn't just fade; it vanished, wiped away as if it had never been there. Her expression went utterly blank. Her eyes, which had been so full of life just a moment before, became vacant, unfocused, like the eyes of a doll. Her body, once relaxed and efficient, became rigid. With a mechanical, robotic grace, she continued to Margaret’s table, placed the plate down without a word, and turned away. The fluid, human warmth she had exuded was gone, replaced by a cold, unsettling precision.

Margaret’s gaze snapped back to the rest of the room. The three men at the counter had stopped tapping. They now sat perfectly still, hands flat on the counter, staring at the wall behind it. The two women in the booth were frozen as well, their conversation cut off mid word. They stared out the window, their faces as blank as Sherry’s. Not every patron was affected, Margaret noted. An older couple near the front continued their meal, seemingly oblivious. A young family with a noisy toddler didn't seem to notice the sudden, eerie stillness that had fallen over nearly half the diner’s occupants.

Her training screamed at her. She remained perfectly still, her posture relaxed, giving no outward sign of the alarm bells ringing in her head. This was it. This was the signature of MKUltra that Peterson had talked about. This wasn't just a town with a few strange locals. This was a controlled environment. The song was a trigger. An auditory key turning a series of locks.

She forced herself to take a bite of toast, the dry bread scraping her throat. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. She glanced at the jukebox, her eyes locking on the digital display that showed the current track information. ‘The River’s Lament’ by a singer named Silas Black. She committed the name and title to memory, burning it into her mind, a solid fact in the swirling fog.

The song played on for another two minutes, a hauntingly beautiful melody that now felt deeply sinister. As the final chord faded into silence, the effect began to recede. It was like watching a film start up again after being paused. Sherry blinked slowly, as if coming out of a trance. A flicker of a smile returned to her lips, though it seemed forced now, a mask being put back in place. The men at the counter stirred, one of them picking up his coffee cup. The women in the booth resumed their conversation, their voices a fraction too loud at first. They continued their debate as if there had been no interruption at all.

Margaret felt the eyes of the unaffected patrons on her. The older couple, the young family. Their gazes weren’t hostile, not yet. But they held a new quality, a quiet watchfulness, a hint of suspicion. They knew she was an outsider. They had seen her witness the event.

She finished her coffee, her hands shaking slightly. She placed a few bills on the table, more than enough to cover the check and a generous tip. She needed to leave. The diner, which had seemed so welcoming just a few minutes ago, now felt like a trap. The cheerful facade of Sandpoint had been peeled back, revealing something deeply disturbing underneath.

As she walked toward the door, Sherry called out from behind the counter. “You have a good day now, hon! Enjoy that hike!”

Her voice was bright and friendly again. But this time, Margaret could hear the hollowness beneath it. It was a recording, played on cue. She pushed the door open, the bell chiming her exit, and stepped out into the bright sunshine. The air felt colder now. Her initial reconnaissance was over, and it had confirmed her worst fears. The people of Sandpoint weren't just quirky. Some of them weren't in control of themselves at all. And she had just announced her presence in the middle of their stage.
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The name Silas Black and his song, ‘The River’s Lament,’ were a splinter in Margaret’s mind. Back in the sterile quiet of her cabin, she had run them through every database she could access. The singer was obscure, a folk artist from the seventies with a small, regional following who had died in a car crash decades ago. The song itself was a footnote in a forgotten discography. There was no obvious reason for it to be a trigger, no clear connection to any known program or project. It was a dead end, which made it even more unnerving. It felt like a piece of a private language, a code she didn't have the key to.

The experience in the diner left her with a gnawing sense of exposure. She needed to get out of the town proper, to find a vantage point where she could observe without being observed. The mountains that ringed the lake were a fortress wall, and she needed to find a way to the top. Schweitzer Mountain, the ski resort that loomed over Sandpoint, was the logical choice. It offered elevation, clear sightlines, and established trails. It was a place where a lone hiker or skier wouldn't draw a second glance.

She spent the afternoon preparing her gear. The familiar, methodical process was a comfort. Checking the bindings on the cross country skis, packing a small kit with essentials, calibrating her satellite phone. The tasks were a welcome distraction from the persistent numbness in her hands, which made every buckle and strap a minor challenge. She had to focus, to consciously direct her fingers, which felt like clumsy, disobedient tools.

The next morning, she drove up the winding mountain road. The higher she climbed, the more the world transformed. The lush green of the valley gave way to the stark white of deep snowpack. The air grew thinner, colder, and the sky seemed to stretch into an impossibly vast dome of blue. The resort itself was a bustling hub of activity, a vibrant splash of color against the monochrome landscape. Downhill skiers and snowboarders in bright gear swarmed the main village, their laughter and the upbeat pop music blasting from outdoor speakers creating a festive, almost chaotic atmosphere.

Margaret bypassed the crowds, heading straight for the Nordic center on the far side of the resort. Here, the energy was different. It was quieter, more subdued. A handful of cross country skiers were stretching or adjusting their gear, their focus inward. She bought a trail pass from a cheerful college student in the rental shop, her transaction as brief and anonymous as possible.

She clipped into her skis at the trailhead, the familiar click of the bindings a reassuring sound. The trail led away from the noise of the main resort, plunging almost immediately into the quiet solitude of the forest. The only sounds were the soft crunch of snow under her skis and the rhythmic push of her poles. The trail was a narrow path cut through a dense forest of snow-laden firs and pines. The trees were ancient and immense, their branches heavy with white, creating a hushed, cathedral-like silence. Sunlight filtered through the high canopy in shifting patterns, making the snow glitter as if it were laced with diamonds.

The physical exertion was a welcome relief. The steady rhythm of skiing, the burn in her muscles, the cold air in her lungs, it all served to sharpen her senses, to cut through the persistent mental fog. For the first time since arriving in Sandpoint, she felt the agent who was at home in harsh environments, the woman who could rely on her body to perform.

But the feeling didn't last.

About a mile into the trail, she began to feel it. A subtle, prickling sensation on the back of her neck. The feeling of being watched. She stopped, pretending to adjust her boot, and scanned the surrounding woods. There was nothing. Just the silent, snow covered trees and the deep, dark shadows between them. No movement, no sound other than the faint whisper of the wind. She told herself it was just her nerves, the after effects of the diner, the heightened paranoia of a mission in its early stages.

She pushed on, but the feeling persisted. It was a constant, low level pressure, an unseen gaze that followed her every move. She tried to dismiss it, to focus on the trail ahead, but the feeling was too distinct, too familiar. She had felt this before, on other operations, in other countries. It was the feeling of being in someone's sights.

As she rounded a sharp bend in the trail, the forest opened up into a wide clearing. From here, she had a spectacular view of the valley below. Sandpoint was a toy town on the edge of the immense, dark expanse of Lake Pend Oreille. She could see the entire layout, the grid of streets, the marina, the bridge that spanned the southern arm of the lake. She pulled out a pair of compact binoculars from her pack and began to scan the area, trying to get a sense of the town’s geography, its access points, and its potential blind spots.

It was then that the vertigo hit.

It came on without warning, a sudden, violent lurch in her perception. The world seemed to tilt on its axis. The vast, stable landscape in front of her began to swim and distort. The horizon blurred, and the ground felt as if it had dropped out from under her. A wave of dizziness and nausea washed over her, so intense it almost brought her to her knees. She staggered, planting her ski poles deep into the snow to steady herself.

She closed her eyes, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The feeling was terrifyingly familiar. It was the same sensation she had experienced during some of the more intense phases of her recovery after Packwood, the same disorienting sensory overload that the doctors had been unable to explain. Was this just her condition, her damaged nervous system misfiring under the strain of physical exertion and high altitude? Or was it the effects of the LSD in her system?
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