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      Holt was walking along the edge of the lake, trying to keep his thoughts in check. It was tough to not let in visions of Denise, or Florakis, or any of a million other bad things that had happened in his life. He looked up at the sky. It was overcast. Not a single ray of light beaming down from the sun.

      He put his hands in his pockets as he walked, trying to block out negative thoughts. It wasn’t working. One slipped through. He stopped and closed his eyes, almost trying to will it out of existence. He opened his eyes and turned toward the lake, just looking at the water.

      He took a deep breath. This wasn’t working. He just couldn’t erase things from his memory. No matter how hard he tried. He just couldn’t do it. He needed something to keep him busy. Johnston had told him they were working on something, that it was close, but that was a week ago. He hadn’t heard anything about it since. He didn’t want to go back to that dark place he sometimes went to when he had nothing else on his plate.

      Suddenly, he got an alert on his phone. It was a text message. He assumed it was Johnston, finally giving him the details or notice of the next assignment. It wasn’t her, though. He actually didn’t know who it was at first. But the message was strange.

      “I know you worked on the ASH project at one point. They’re erasing everybody. Be on the lookout.”

      Holt immediately texted back. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Lindgren. From Bulgaria. Do you remember me?”

      Holt instantly thought back. He remembered. “Yes, I do. Who’s erasing everybody?”

      “Can’t explain. Have to go.”

      “Where are you right now?”

      “Vienna. Just be careful.”

      Holt replied back. Several more times, in fact. But he never got another response in return. He stood there, staring at his phone, wondering what was going on. Lindgren was a guy he remembered from a previous assignment that he had worked on. He wasn’t sure how he got Holt’s phone number, though. He was sure he never gave it to him.

      Holt’s mind immediately went to Florakis. Maybe this was a trick. He was pretending to be Lindgren, hoping to lure him somewhere, and then play even more mind games with him. Or maybe he wanted to end Holt once and for all. Anything was possible with him.

      Or maybe this was legit. Would Florakis even know about Lindgren and Bulgaria? Or the ASH project? Those were top-secret projects. Holt wasn’t sure Florakis would be able to get his hands on that information. Though he wouldn’t count out anything with Florakis involved. He always seemed to be a few steps ahead. Instead of deliberating on it any further, Holt sent a message to Johnston.

      “Something’s come up. Need to see you and Barnes ASAP.”

      “What’s going on?” Johnston replied.

      Holt turned his head, making sure nobody was watching him. “Have to come in and show you.”

      “Sounds important.”

      “Could be. Needs to be in person, though.”

      “All right. Come in soon. I’ll tell him.”

      Holt looked at his watch. “Be there in an hour.”

      Holt arrived just as he said he would. He took the elevator to get to their floor, and Johnston was there to greet him as soon as those doors opened and he stepped off.

      “What’s going on?”

      Holt took a quick look around and led her to the corner of the room. He took out his phone and showed her the messages. She looked confused as she read it.

      “What is the ASH project? I’ve never heard of it. And who’s Lindgren?”

      “The ASH project was a top-secret black ops program that ran in Europe and Asia. I actually didn’t even work on it that long. A few weeks, and then I got assigned somewhere else.”

      “How long ago?”

      Holt shrugged. “Seven, eight years ago, maybe.”

      “What is this project?”

      “Uh, I’ll let Barnes explain that if he wants. I just figured I’d come in and show this. I don’t know if it’s legit or not.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Well, there’s Florakis, and…”

      “Oh, I get it. You thought maybe he’s messing with you.”

      “It occurred to me.”

      “Yeah, I can understand that. Well, let’s get in there. I told him I’d bring you right in as soon as you got here.”

      They started walking towards Barnes’ office.

      “Does he already know about this project?”

      Holt nodded. “He does. That’s why I wanted him clued in right away.”

      As they got to Barnes’ office, they saw the door was open. Johnston knocked on the glass to announce their presence. Barnes was on the phone, but waved at them to come in. They both took seats at his desk, across from him. It took Barnes another minute to wrap up his conversation. Once he put the phone down, he leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk, clasping his hands together.

      “So what’s this about?”

      Johnston looked at Holt. “You got it.”

      Holt already had his phone out and ready. He slid it along the desk. Barnes picked it up and read the messages. He put his hand over his mouth and started stroking his chin. He then put his hand on his forehead and rubbed it as he continued reading the messages over and over again.

      “Sir, what is the ASH project?” Johnston asked.

      Barnes looked at Holt. “You haven’t told her?”

      “I was only there for a short period of time,” Holt answered. “I don’t really even have all the answers as to what was going on.”

      Barnes sighed, then looked down at his desk as he tapped his fingers on it. He wasn’t sure how much he wanted to reveal. Now, though, Barnes looked up and seemed to take the plunge. He steepled his hands in front of his mouth and spoke low, as if someone might be listening through the walls.

      “It started as a forensic memory project,” Barnes said, his eyes flicking to the door. “We’d been running teams in Bulgaria for several years. The mission was to recover intelligence from assets with severe cognitive damage. Whether that be from torture, trauma, chemical degradation, or whatever other reason. We wanted a way to salvage whatever was left inside their heads for intelligence purposes. Not just factual recall; we’re talking habits, patterns, emotional triggers. Raw procedural stuff.”

      “All that’s possible?” Johnston asked.

      “It was. Or is. At least to varying degrees of success. Ultimately, the project was shut down due to enormous costs, and frankly, the results weren’t as good as anyone hoped they’d be. As I said, there was a small degree of success, but it wasn’t anything earth-shattering. Certainly not what the people pulling the strings were hoping for. They were looking for the Holy Grail. They got maybe a teapot.”

      She looked at Holt. “Where did you fit into this?”

      Barnes didn’t let Holt answer, responding for him. “Somebody had to be able to get the subjects needed for the experiments. Especially if some of them were guarded or in closely guarded quarters. Someone needed to extract them.”

      “So that’s what you did?”

      Holt had sort of a blank stare on his face, not especially remembering those days too fondly. He just shrugged.

      “Yeah.”

      “Holt wasn’t there when it started,” Barnes said. “By the time he rotated in, they were already running live extractions. If the subject was still breathing, they could resurrect operational data that was supposed to be long gone. If I recall, the reason you were there was because a previous operative had gotten himself killed on an op. You were already close by on a different assignment, so you were tasked with taking over temporarily.”

      “I was only there for a few weeks,” Holt replied. “It wasn’t really my type of thing. I was just… available.”

      Holt remembered the basement rooms. Concrete, sweating with condensation even in February. The gurneys. The riot of tubes and electrodes and those thick, blunt needles like you’d use on cattle. He’d been on-site two days before he made direct eye contact with a subject. The man, unnervingly young, early twenties, was surely an asset from some foreign agency that Holt didn’t even know the name of. He just looked straight at Holt and smiled as they wheeled him away. No pleading, no questions, just a flat line where a person used to be.

      “Why was it called the ASH project?” Johnston asked.

      “They were trying to pull information out of the ashes,” Barnes answered.

      “How long did it run?”

      “About two or three years. As I mentioned, the costs were exorbitant, and the wins weren’t big enough to continue justifying the cost. So the program was shut down.”

      “How many people were involved?”

      “Not many. There were a few ops to get the subjects, guards in the facility, then the rest were mostly doctors and scientists. All in all, I’d say no more than twenty. They tried to keep it pretty tight.”

      “How many people got experimented on?”

      “I don’t have the answers to that. I would say dozens. Maybe even close to a hundred. I’m not sure. It’s been ages since I’ve seen the file or been briefed on it.”

      “Wow. How long’s it been shut down?”

      “Several years,” Barnes replied. “It’s been buried since then. Like all projects do that get wrapped up or dismantled. You know how it goes. I haven’t heard anyone talking about it.”

      “So this text message that they’re erasing everybody. What’s that about?”

      Barnes shook his head. “No idea. Like I said, haven’t heard a word about it from anybody.”

      “Does this mean someone is taking out the people involved in the project?”

      “We need to find out. I’ll get you access to the file. Start running it down.” He looked at Holt. “What about Lindgren? What do you remember about him?”

      Holt shook his head as he thought back. He remembered Lindgren’s handshake. Firm, but not in the way tough guys did it. More nervous, like he was always worried his hand was colder than yours. Holt squinted, trying to remember the other details. Lindgren’s voice, the scars on his left wrist, and the way he always seemed to glance up at the ceiling when someone was talking to him came to mind. That was about it, though.

      “Not much, really. He was a guard there. Talked to him a few times. Nothing deep, though.”

      “Never communicated since then?”

      “No.”

      “How’d he get your number?”

      “That’s a good question,” Holt said. “I don’t know. Never gave it to him as far as I know.”

      Barnes leaned back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. It was unclear whether he was thinking back about the project or about the possibility of a new one.

      “The ASH project. Didn’t think we’d be sitting here talking about this one again.”

      “How do we proceed?” Johnston asked.

      “I’ll get you access to the files. Run down the names. Figure out whether this is something we need to get involved with again.”

      “And Lindgren?”

      “See if we can make contact with him again. We have his number. Try to pin his location. Maybe he knows something. If he does, then we’re out of the loop, and we need to know it too.” He then pointed to Holt. “Be on standby. Be ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

      Holt nodded. He was always ready at a moment’s notice.

      “All right, that’s it,” Barnes said. “I’ll get you those files right away. Let me know what you find.”

      “I will,” Johnston replied.

      Holt and Johnston walked out of the office and headed back to her desk. She logged onto her computer, ready to get to work. Holt pulled up a chair and sat down next to her. She turned toward him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Helping you. I got nothing else to do.”

      She smiled. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Holt and Johnston immediately started sorting through the old case files as soon as they got them. Her first priority was trying to locate Charlie Lindgren. They knew he was alive. At least as of when he contacted Holt. Well, assuming it was actually him and not some sort of ruse. But whatever was going on, he had to have some kind of involvement in it.

      While she was working on finding Lindgren, Holt started digging into the rest of the files. It was unusual for an operative like him to dig deep like an analyst would. They usually only concerned themselves with the information once it was fleshed out. But Johnston appreciated any help he could give. And Barnes didn’t usually like other eyes on projects unless they were necessary. But he could see the bond forming between the two of them. And if that’s what it took to keep Holt on board, with how valuable he was, and would be, he didn’t mind the extra attention.

      According to the files on the ASH project, there were even fewer people involved than Barnes remembered. There were only sixteen names listed in the reports. Taking the computer next to Johnston, Holt started typing the names in. He knew he was likely in for a long day.

      But he was anticipating having to run down a lot of leads. It turned out that he wouldn’t have to do as much digging as he anticipated. Not at first, anyway.

      The first three names came up dead. Two had car accidents. One had cancer. All died years ago. The fourth, Dr. Sadiq Mir, was still living and supposedly teaching at a university in England. Maybe. Holt kept going. Another four were deceased, some recent, some stretching back a year or two; one murder, two overdoses, and a suicide.

      Red flags were already sounding in Holt’s mind. Eight names. Seven of them no longer living. That was quite the coincidence. He then came across the head of the project, Dr. Milani. There were two more doctors listed, along with several security consultants. Holt’s own name was listed under the last category. So was Lindgren’s.

      He was expecting to find several more names that were no longer among the living. And he was right. Among the security consultants, the only ones still alive were Holt and Lindgren. One had been killed during an assignment, which was where Holt briefly came in to replace him. The other had also been killed, on a different job, only six months back.

      Holt typed in the names of the other two doctors. Both deceased. And both died under mysterious circumstances. One was just a month prior. The other was close to a year ago. Both were classified as homicides, but with no leads, and no suspects. No one had been taken into custody in either instance.

      At some point, as Holt continued to look over the information, he must have unknowingly let out a loud sigh. Johnston heard and looked over at him.

      “Problems?”

      Holt put his fingers on his lips as he glanced back at her. “Hmm?”

      “Frustrated?”

      “Oh, no. It’s just… these names.”

      “Something wrong with them?”

      “You mean, other than the fact that most of them are dead?”

      A concerned look was immediately etched on Johnston’s face. “Most?”

      “Sixteen names. According to my research, twelve are gone. Of the four left, one is Lindgren. Another is me. That leaves two doctors still alive.”

      Johnston seemed astonished. “How is that possible?” Holt could only shrug. He didn’t have any answers yet. “Natural causes?”

      Holt shook his head. “No. Well, one had cancer. The others…” He scrolled to find the information. “We’ve got three murders, one cancer, four car accidents, two suicides, and two classified as overdoses.”

      “Any arrests in any of those?”

      “That would be negative. No arrests. I can’t find any suspects listed in any of them either.”

      Johnston still looked perplexed. “In a project like this, their names should have been put into a database. As soon as we start getting several of them becoming deceased, that should have sent an alert out for people to start looking into it.”

      Holt scratched his neck. “How do you know there wasn’t?”

      “Because we’re here looking at it.”

      “What makes you think it wasn’t seen and ignored?”

      Johnston stared at him, not really liking the implication. He was suggesting someone knew what was happening and just wanted the whole thing to be buried and swept under the rug.

      “But if that was the case, they wouldn’t let us see the files now. They’d be heavily redacted and…”

      “If everyone’s dead, who cares? There’s no one to talk.”

      Johnston looked around, then moved closer to him and whispered. “Aaron, what are you suggesting?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything right now. Just keeping all the options open.”

      Johnston moved back a little and used her regular voice. “Well there’s still three left to talk to.”

      “At the moment.”

      “Do we have addresses on these other two doctors?”

      “Mir is living in England, teaching at a university. Milani, who headed the project, is a little more unclear. That’s where it really gets interesting.”

      “How so?”

      “No address, practically scrubbed. The last record was six months ago. An airline flight from Bucharest to Heathrow, then nothing. No return flight, no hotel. Not even an Uber receipt. His name doesn’t pop up on any records since then.”

      “So six months ago he just vanished?” Johnston asked.

      “That’s about the size of it.”

      “Perhaps he got wind of what was going on, like Lindgren did.”

      Holt scratched the top of his head, not so sure of that. “Speaking of Lindgren, any leads on him yet?”

      She turned the monitor toward him. It was a grainy red-and-yellow webcam feed overlaid with text and a timestamp. A man sat hunched at the far end of a long wooden table, one hand drumming on the lacquered surface, the other tracing invisible lines on a pad of paper. Even at low-res, Holt recognized the slumped posture and the thinning brown hair.

      “Looks like Lindgren,” Holt said.

      “He’s in Vienna, like he said.” Johnston clicked through frames, raising her eyebrows as if surprised herself. “This is five hours old. Coffee shop, open internet. Not exactly subtle if you’re trying to hide.”

      “He’s not exactly an operative. This isn’t really his type of game. I’m actually surprised he’s still alive. If everyone else is dead, it makes me wonder why he’s still alive.”

      Something about the words clicked inside Johnston’s head. “Why is he still alive? If someone is killing everyone involved in the project, wouldn’t he be one of the first? He’s not an operative. Probably would be pretty easy to take him out.”

      Holt rubbed his face, thinking it over. “Unless someone thinks he’d be so easy he could be saved for last. Even if he knew what was coming, he couldn’t stop it.”

      “Or he’s actually involved.”

      Holt leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, staring at his partner. He was considering her words carefully. “Why contact me and get me involved again if that’s the case?”

      “He either doesn’t know where you are, doesn’t think he can get to you, or he wants you to come to him.”

      “Which would explain letting himself get picked up by a camera like that. He’ll continue dropping bread crumbs.”

      Johnston lifted her hands. “Just a theory.”

      Holt, continuing to lean back, looked at the names on his computer screen. “We need to talk to these other two. Specifically Mir.”

      “Why him?”

      “He’s the only one we know where he is. Teaching at a university. Which also means he’s the most vulnerable.”

      “Unless he’s involved.”

      “Let’s just pretend that he’s not right now,” Holt said. “Out of the others, he’s the only one we have a location on. And if he’s on someone’s list, they know his location too.”

      “You need to get on a plane and get there.”

      Holt nodded. “Before someone beats me to it.”
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      Holt didn’t waste time. He was at the airport in less than two hours, bag over his shoulder, passport in an inner pocket, ticket loaded on his phone. He sat near the gate, the list of names floating through his mind. Almost all were dead. He wondered if some of the deaths were even real, or if that was just the story someone wanted out there. Maybe some of them were living on a beach somewhere under a different name. More than likely, they were just dead, and nobody cared enough to ask questions.

      The flight to London was forgettable, which for Holt had become a mark of a good flight. He made a point of sleeping through as much of it as possible, waking only when his nerves trembled at the engine’s pitch changing. At Heathrow, he moved through customs in the way of someone who’s never had to worry. Confident, quiet, largely invisible.

      He grabbed a ride that took him straight to the university, which was gray and wet. Holt stood under an overhang outside the admin building and watched sheets of rain slap the side of it. He then went inside, waiting for the right moment, the lull between classes, the corridor empty enough to not attract attention, before he made his move.

      After briefly checking around, Holt was told that Mir didn’t have a class at the moment. But he was usually in his office around this time. Once told where Mir’s office was, Holt immediately headed for it. He hoped Mir wasn’t with a student and he could talk right away, but even if Holt had to wait, it wouldn’t be too long.

      When Holt arrived at Mir’s office, the glass door was closed. He tapped on it and checked the handle. It opened right up. Holt opened the door halfway and peeked his head inside. The lights were off and nobody was in there.

      Holt flicked on a switch and went in, closing the door behind him. He turned his head all around, looking at everything. It was a small office. There was a desk towards the back of the room, in front of a window. Bookshelves lined the space on both sides. There was one metal file cabinet, a couple of chairs by the desk, and a lamp. That was mostly it. And lots of books.

      Holt started walking around the room, looking at the shelves of books before he stopped by the window and looked out. Students were milling about, some looking hurried as they made their way to or from classes. Others were talking amongst each other, or having lunch on a bench or table.

      Holt turned around and looked down at the desk. There were a few papers on it, though nothing that looked terribly exciting to him. One of the papers had a post-it note on it, though. He read what it said. He assumed it was a note Mir left for himself, reminding him to bring the papers to class. Holt checked the date on it. It was today.

      Holt then started rifling through the desk drawers. It was mostly notes, lesson plans, some student papers, and a couple of planners. He started checking through them. One had Mir’s schedule in it. He was supposed to have a class in about an hour. Holt figured he’d wait for him. He took a seat by the desk and waited, passing the time by texting Johnston, as well as reading the bio on Mir on the university’s website.

      The hour went by slowly. Holt figured Mir would stop by his office to grab the papers he needed. But if he was running behind schedule, maybe he’d just head straight to class. Holt double-checked the room number of the class and headed over to that building.

      When Holt got there, the door was open, and students were walking in. Holt poked his head in, seeing that it was a lecture-style room. There were probably about two hundred seats in there, lined up in ten rows of twenty seats each. Right now, it looked to be about half-full.

      Mir was nowhere in sight, though. Holt ducked inside, went up to the last seat of the last row, and slid down into the seat. Minutes went by. The class was supposed to start. Mir was still missing. Holt looked up at the clock on the wall, over the door. Fifteen more minutes passed. Students started getting up and leaving. Nobody needed to tell them that class wasn’t happening today. Holt either.

      Pretty soon, everyone had left. Holt was sitting in the room by himself now. He knew what his next step needed to be. He contacted Johnston for Mir’s address. It came through right away. Holt left the university and grabbed a cab, slouching in the back while the driver chattered about the football scores, which Holt ignored. The cab stopped on a residential side street dotted with small row houses. Rain still came down, harder now, slicking the sidewalk and pooling under the steps.

      Mir lived in a corner unit, nothing fancy. Holt rang the bell. No answer. He tried again, then pounded on the door for good measure. Still nothing. The mail slot was too narrow to see through, but as Holt checked it, he caught a movement behind the frosted window at the top of the door.

      He called out, “Dr. Mir?”

      A faint voice answered, muffled by the wood. “Who is it?”

      Holt considered saying police, or university security, but neither would get Mir to trust him. “My name is Aaron Holt. I once worked on the ASH project. I need to speak with you. It’s important.”

      The door opened a careful two inches, the chain still on. Behind it, a man in his fifties, thinner and older than the file photo, peered out with one eye. Mir’s unshaven face was taut, his lips barely moving. He looked more like someone on the lam than a professor. But Holt was thankful he even got this far. On the ride over, all Holt could think about was that he was going to find the next dead body that was linked to the operation.

      Mir studied Holt’s face carefully. “I remember you. You were there. But only briefly, as I recall.”

      Holt nodded. “That’s right. I was only there for a few weeks.”

      “What is this about?”

      “Well, I’m wondering why you missed your class today, for one.”

      Mir’s eyes went past Holt, as if he were scanning the street around him. It was clear that he was a man who was hiding. From something. Or someone.

      “It’s best if you go away.”

      “What are you hiding from?” Holt asked.

      “Let me ask you a question. Do you know what has become of the rest of the people who worked on that God-awful project?”

      Holt sighed. “Most are dead.”

      “Yes. I have recently learned of that myself. I will most likely be joining that list soon. And you probably will too. Leave. Hurry up and leave. Disappear. Tell no one where you are going. Save yourself.”

      “Tell me what’s going on and maybe I can help you. We can help each other.”

      Mir’s eyes continued scanning the street. “There’s nothing anyone can do to help us. And truth be told, we probably deserve what’s coming.”

      “So what are you going to do? Just sit inside there with the door locked for the rest of time?”

      “This is the only place I’m safe.”

      “From what I hear, you were at school yesterday. What changed between then and now?”

      “You want to know what changed? I found this note on my office door at school.”

      Mir reached into his pocket and took out a note. He opened the door wider to hand it to Holt. Just as Holt grabbed it, Mir’s head snapped back. A bullet penetrated his chest; the force of it knocking him onto his back.

      Holt instantly took out his gun and rushed into the house, closing the door behind him. He looked down at Mir, hoping there was something he could do to help him. But there was nothing that could be done. Mir was dead. Holt could add one more name to the list that was no longer breathing.

      He hurried over to a window, looking out to see if he could determine where the shot had come from. He picked up an open window directly across the street. It looked like that was about the right angle. Holt had no interest in staying there and risk getting pinned down. He had to move. He made his way to the back of the house and assessed the threat level. He felt good about it. No open windows or doors. He slipped out the back and made his way down the block. He wanted to check out that open window across the street, but he wasn’t going to telegraph his appearance in case someone was still there.

      Holt went down the street, then came up behind the other building, slipping inside through an open door. There were a few small businesses on that side of the street, with some apartments on top of them. The one with the open window was empty.

      Once Holt reached the room, the door was already open. Probably from someone who made a hasty exit. He went inside, examining every inch of the room closely. It was pretty empty, though. Some scattered trash and debris on the floor, but probably nothing from the person who took the shot. He went over to the window, which was still open. A clear view of Mir’s place. He looked down around the floor, hoping for an empty casing that was left behind. There was no such luck, however. This was the mark of a pro.

      Holt wondered why the shooter didn’t try to pick him off at the same time. Unless he didn’t realize it was him. Or maybe he only had one name on the list at a time. That didn’t really matter now. Holt pulled out his phone and called Johnston.

      “What’s the situation looking like?”

      “Bad,” Holt answered.

      “What happened?”

      Holt looked through the open window at Mir’s place. “He’s dead. Mir… he’s dead.”

    

  

