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      Syria—Two U.S. citizens were captured and being held hostage in the basement of a Syrian house in the city of Al Qutayfa. They were part of a 23-member United Nations peacekeeping force who were monitoring events in the Golan Heights area between Israel and Syria. The other hostages had already been released and negotiations with the U.S. for the safe return of the Americans had broken down. The U.S. government decided the best course of action was to send in a small, elite team of soldiers to find the hostages and bring them back home. The U.S. Ambassador set up a meeting with Syrian officials for the following week to talk about freeing the hostages knowing that it would never take place. With luck, the team of soldiers would bring the prisoners back before then. The plan was set into action for the following night.

      A ten-man force of Team Delta soldiers slipped into Syrian territory using the Lebanon border to enter. Lebanese officials were appraised of the action and were completely cooperating with the mission. The Lebanese government was happy to help as they had their own issues with Syria. All entries between the two countries had been closed due to feuding and policy differences. Lebanon agreed to also let the U.S. use its airspace for the mission’s conclusion. Black Hawk helicopters from the 160th SOAR would bring the team and its evacuees to safety into Lebanese territory before heading to their base in Israel. The Night Stalkers, as they’re frequently called, are often used on missions conducted at night and at high speeds. Al Qutayfa was less than 50 miles from the Lebanese border, so a small band of soldiers could still reach the city on foot in a relatively quick period of time. It would also be close enough for them to evacuate on the Black Hawk and be out of Syria within minutes. The team had to be on guard for not only Syrian forces, but also rebels. It was possible for Syrian forces to be on one street and rebels on the next street over. Both were equally dangerous to the squad.

      The Delta team was led by Captain Terry. He had led several rescue missions before and had been on the ground in Syria previously. An informant had given the tip about the location of the U.S. prisoners, and a picture taken with a cell phone was used as proof that they were still alive. They appeared to have some cuts on their faces so it was assumed they’d been beaten. There was no telling how much more time they had until they met their end, so the mission needed to take place now. They were being held in the basement of a four-story residence on the edge of the city. If there was a positive, it was that they wouldn’t have to fight their way out of the entire city.

      The squad reached the outskirts of the city by nightfall. They took cover amongst a clump of trees that were on the other side of the road that led into the city. There wasn’t much activity on the roads, but enough for the team to stay undercover as they waited a little while longer. They identified their target location as the informant marked the side of the building with black chalk. It was a rather plain looking building. Tan in color, there were four stories, with lots of windows and balconies. As soon as traffic slowed down a little more, they’d make their move on the residence. While they waited, Terry went over the plan with his men one more time. Once they breached the building seven of the men would go inside to rescue the hostages while three would remain outside. Two would protect each corner of the building and the other would watch the door to make sure the backs of the other two soldiers were protected. As he finished up, Terry’s radio started.

      “Romeo Two-Four to Echo One-Two, come in.”

      “This is Echo One-Two, over,” Terry responded.

      “What is your status, over?”

      “We are just outside the target location. Waiting for activity to die down a little, over.”

      “Roger that. Let us know when you begin your approach so we can get Super Six-Two en route.”

      “Roger that.”

      Captain Terry continued talking to his men to make sure there was no confusion about anything. “Everyone remember the rules of engagement; nobody fires unless fired upon. We don’t know how many people are in that building, so be alert.”

      The mission required precise planning and timing. Once Black Hawk Super Six-Two entered Syrian airspace, it could possibly be subject to air defense missiles. Israel became involved in the mission at the request of the U.S. government. Israel had previously been successful at confusing Syria’s air defense system by using an array of intense electronic warfare operations to confuse and deceive Syrian communications. They were able to successfully block Syrian radar units to where they could not detect an enemy presence in their skies. Israel would attempt to do the same to protect their U.S. counterparts but could not guarantee the same results. Therefore, the ground team needed to radio Super Six-Two when they were ready to be picked up so they could arrive at the exact time needed. Any delay by the ground team or the Black Hawk would compromise everyone involved. A couple of hours passed and Captain Terry waited until midnight before beginning their approach. The road was virtually deserted and hadn’t had any traffic on it for over an hour. He contacted JSOC in Israel to inform them.

      “Romeo Two-Four, this is Echo One-Two. We’re beginning our approach now, over,” Terry said.

      “Roger, Echo One-Two.”

      The Delta team emerged from the cover of the trees and quickly ran across the highway. They encountered no resistance and reached their target location without incident. There was a small fence surrounding the development, but it had numerous holes in it so the team had no problem getting through. It looked like the complex was going through some renovations as there was a small ditch in back of the property that ran the length of the building with some construction material along the fence. The soldiers took up residence in the ditch for a minute as they sized up the situation. Three men stayed in their positions in the ditch to cover their respective areas as the rest of the team approached the door. Captain Terry quietly turned the handle to see if it was open. He shook his head to the rest of the group to indicate it wasn’t. It was a plain wooden door which wouldn’t take much to break down. Terry stepped aside as another man stepped up with his size eleven boots and kicked the door open on the first try. The group quickly entered with their M4A1 carbines raised, ready to fire. They hoped it would be a mission where they could quickly identify the prisoners and get them out before anyone knew they were there, without an eruption of gunfire. This, however, would not be one of those missions. As soon as the Delta team breached the door, four men seated at a square wooden table jumped up with their weapons drawn. They were immediately taken down with a barrage of bullets. There were two more in the corner of the room that were dispersed of before they had a chance to reach their assault rifles.

      “Nails, stairs,” Terry yelled at one of the soldiers.

      “Got it,” he replied.

      Nails was probably the most respected man of the unit. He was a ten-year soldier and was often picked for the toughest assignments. He was nicknamed Nails by his fellow soldiers for being as “tough as nails.” He never complained about anything and just did his job as well as he could. Everyone respected him for it. Nails had his eyes, and his M4 locked on the stairs to the side of the room in case any of the insurgents came rushing down the steps. A few seconds later he had a couple targets in his crosshairs as two men came running down, only to be cut in half as they fell down the steps. The rest of the team carefully reached the basement steps and began descending them. It was pitch dark in the basement, though the Delta members could see with their night vision goggles on. As soon as they reached halfway down the steps, gunfire screamed out, and three soldiers jumped down the steps, diving onto the floor, ready to fire. The other three halted, and retreated up the steps. There were some barrels on the far side of the basement. It seemed to be the only spot for someone to take cover. Didn’t take long to find out as a couple heads peeked over the barrels seconds later. The prisoners were tied together along the side of one of the walls so they were sure it wasn’t them peeking over. The soldiers waited for the insurgents to fire so they could be sure of what they were hitting. There was a small piece of wood by Terry’s hand that he picked up and tossed across the room, away from the prisoners. The noise drew the fire of the insurgents, which immediately caused the soldiers to fire in their direction. The two men fell into the barrels, knocking them over, as the men lay on the floor, bleeding out.

      “Shit,” Terry stated, as he heard gunfire erupting outside the building. He grabbed his radio to bring in the Black Hawk. “Echo One-Two to Super Six-Two, over.”

      “This is Super Six-Two, over.”

      “Prisoners secured, Six-Two. We’re coming out now.”

      “Roger One-Two, we’re on route. ETA ten minutes.”

      “Roger that.”

      The prisoners were quickly untied and asked a couple questions to make sure they were who they were supposed to be. Although their faces had taken a little pounding, they weren’t in such bad shape that they couldn’t walk, which would make the escape much easier. The group rushed up the steps where Nails was still holding down the steps.

      “Sounds like trouble outside,” Nails said.

      The men outside found their own problems as a group of rebels heard the gunfire and rushed over to see what it was. The two soldiers on the corners were holding down their spots without much problem.

      “Coming out,” Terry yelled.

      “You’re clear,” the soldier watching the door shouted.

      The group came out, Nails guarding behind them.

      “We’ve got ten minutes,” Terry informed the group. “Let’s move out.”

      As soon as they began to move, Nails started firing back into the building as insurgents came running down the steps. They got to the fence while still guarding their backs and one by one went through the hole. They were met with gunfire on the other side, though, as a group of rebels took position down the road. The team waited a minute as they figured out the best option. They had to move soon as more rebels were starting to flank them.

      “Sir, we need to move,” Nails yelled. “Starting to get hot back here.”

      Terry and two other soldiers started firing at the rebels on the road to provide a little cover for the rest of the team to cross the road as Nails kept firing towards the complex. Nails started to cross when he suddenly dropped to the ground. Terry looked behind him and noticed that Nails wasn’t moving. He ran toward him and knelt down at his side. Nails was still breathing though it was heavy, and he appeared to be unconscious. Terry moved Nails’ head and noticed the hole in his forehead. Terry and another man dragged him the rest of the way as the rest of the group unleashed a barrage of gunfire toward the insurgents.

      “Super Six-Two this is Echo One-Two, we got a hornet’s nest behind us, over,” Terry quickly yelled.

      “Roger Echo One-Two, we’re comin’ in hot and heavy,” the pilot said.

      “Roger that. We’re putting smoke down just along the trees. Fire whatever you got north of that and it should give us a little more time.”

      “Roger One-Two. We got you covered.”

      Terry put down some green smoke to mark their positions so the Night Stalker could fire its machine guns on the enemy. Terry and his men continued through the trees as one of them carried Nails over his shoulder. Just as they reached the edge of the trees the Black Hawk came in as promised, firing its M240 machine gun just north of the green smoke rising through the air. A few rocket propelled grenades went scorching through the air, trying to take down the helicopter, though none hit their intended target. The rebels had no choice but to retreat or else they risked being cut to shreds by the Black Hawk. The Night Stalker then set itself down just beyond the trees as the Delta team rushed toward it. Once they all safely boarded, the helicopter was up in the air. The Israelis had successfully blocked the air missiles of the Syrian army so the helicopter was never in danger and didn’t even appear on their radar. As the Black Hawk flew back to base, Terry took a few deep breaths and made sure the rest of his men were OK. A couple had minor bumps and bruises, but none sustained any major injuries, except for Nails.

      “Romeo Two-Four to Echo One-Two, come in,” the radio bellowed.

      “This is Echo One-Two, over,” Terry replied.

      “Roger One-Two, what’s your status?”

      “We have one man critical and have both prisoners in tow. Will need immediate medical attention as soon as we touch down.”

      “Roger that.”
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      New York—Director Ed Sanders was concluding a meeting with his deputy directors when a call came in on the intercom.

      “Director Sanders, sir?”

      “Yes, go ahead.”

      “We’ve just learned of a situation in Syria. The possibility exists for a new recruit.”

      “Excellent. We’re done here. Bring the information in,” Sanders said.

      A man came in, file folder in hand, and walked around the oval table where the seven men were seated. He handed the folder to Sanders, who immediately began looking over its contents.

      “So, what do we have here?” Sanders asked.

      “A soldier with Team Delta is in critical condition in a combat support hospital in Israel. He was shot in the head while on a mission in Syria.”

      “And what are his prospects?”

      “Actually, pretty good. He just came out of surgery about 30 minutes ago and is in stable condition. The bullet’s been removed and they think he’s gonna make it,” the officer informed the staff. “His military record makes him an ideal candidate.”

      “Excellent. Get the jet ready for Israel,” Sanders told his subordinate as he stood up. “Gentlemen, we’ll convene next week as usual.”

      Sanders gathered a few things and called for his car to be ready. He summoned for a few operators to meet him. He made his way down to the basement where his car was waiting for him. He got in the back seat and began reading the background of the soldier he was about to meet. His military records, as well as his personal transcripts, went as far back as elementary school.

      “What’s the verdict, sir?” his lieutenant asked.

      “There are some issues which we’ll have to overcome. But nothing’s ever perfect. I think he should do nicely,” Sanders responded.
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        * * *

      

      Israel Combat Support Hospital—The four government officials stepped into the hospital and were immediately taken to the commander, Colonel Jefferson.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?” Jefferson asked.

      “We’d like to know all you can tell us about this man,” Sanders said, handing the colonel a paper with the soldier’s name on it.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss anything with you.”

      “I believe you will,” Sanders said, pulling out his top-secret clearance. “Unless you wanna take this matter to the very top and I don’t think you do.”

      “He had surgery early this morning to remove a bullet in his head. The surgery was successful, and he’s currently recovering.”

      “What are the chances that he actually makes it?”

      “I’d say he’s already done it. Gunshot wounds to the head are fatal about 90% of the time. The biggest issue is the loss of blood. Most die before they even reach a hospital. For those lucky enough to get to a hospital alive, 50% will die during the surgery. So, considering he’s made it through the biggest two hurdles, I’d say his outlook is good,” Jefferson said.

      “Is he currently awake?”

      “Not yet. He’ll be kept under sedation for the next couple of days so we can monitor him for any swelling in the brain.”

      “What will his prognosis be?”

      “Impossible to say at this point. If you want to say a man who’s shot in the head is lucky, you can say he is. The brain has two hemispheres, each with four lobes, and in his case the bullet was only lodged in one hemisphere in a single lobe. It appears that a limited amount of tissue was damaged.”

      “How long will it take for him to recover?”

      “It depends on his condition. If he wakes up and the damage is as minimal as we think it is, he could be up and about within a couple weeks. If there’s further damage, it could take months or years. The major issues would be motor, sensory, cognition, memory, speech, and vision. Any combination of damage in these areas could set him back in his recovery. I should also note that 50% of people who survive will suffer from seizures and require anti-epilepsy medication.”

      “I thank you for all the information, Colonel. I’m going to leave two of my men here for a few days in case anything arises that needs my attention. They will stay out of your way and will stay with our subject to observe the entire time.”

      “I don’t suppose I can say no,” the Colonel noted.

      “You could. Wouldn’t do you any good though.”

      “I thought not.”

      “I expect your cooperation with anything my men need.”

      “They’ll get it.”

      “I’ll be back in a few days.”

      Sanders left instructions with the officers he was leaving behind to stay by the soldier’s bed until he was awake. They left the hospital to go back to New York for a couple days, eager for the soldier’s awakening. On the flight back, Sanders worked out some of the details for the inclusion of a new recruit to the organization.

      Once back in New York, Sanders asked his secretary to get Michelle Lawson on the phone for him. Lawson was one of the organization’s top handlers. She had previously worked with the FBI as a data information specialist. She quickly gained a reputation for being extremely smart and acquiring mounds of information almost instantly. That was one of the principal reasons why Sanders wanted her in his employment. Lawson had been able to garner the trust of every agent she ever worked with, for being able to get anything they needed and helped them out of tough predicaments when necessary. Though she didn’t have movie star looks, more of the pretty girl next door, she was an attractive woman that never used her looks to her advantage. She was on the smaller side, about 5’3” and thin, with short, dirty blonde hair. Within minutes, Lawson was on the line.

      “Shelly, how are you?” Sanders asked.

      “I’m good, sir. Your secretary sounded like she was in a hurry so I figured something important was going on.”

      “It is. We may have a new recruit in a few days.”

      “That’s great.”

      “I’m still working out the logistics of everything, but I was thinking of adding him to your team. Are you able to handle one more? How many agents are you handling right now?”

      “Right now, I have seven agents. One more shouldn’t be a problem,” she said.

      “Fantastic. Where are you right now?”

      “I’m in Madrid. I was going over a mission with Agent Samson.”

      “How soon can you wrap things up there? When can you get back to New York?” Sanders wondered.

      “I can wrap everything up here tomorrow and be there the day after.”

      “That’s fine. I would like you to be here when we introduce him to everything and to get you acquainted.”

      “I look forward to it, sir.”

      “Great. I’ll see you in a few days then.”

      “One more thing. What’s his name?”

      “I guess that might be useful, huh? His name… is Matthew Cain.”

      Two days later Sanders got the call from one of his liaison officers in Israel to update the injured soldier’s condition. The doctors were no longer giving him sedatives and expected him to be alert the next day. Sanders immediately booked a flight for his private jet to leave for Ben Gurion International Airport near Tel Aviv near midnight so he’d arrive the following morning. Once he and his staff landed, they promptly made their way to the hospital. They were greeted by his officers once they reached the hospital and went to Cain’s bed.

      “Has he been awake yet?”

      “Not yet, sir, but they expect him to be pretty soon,” an officer responded.

      “OK. Except for Shelly, the rest of you clear out of here,” Sanders told the bunch. “I don’t wanna smother him with people the moment he wakes up.”

      Sanders and Lawson grabbed a couple of chairs and waited near the bed, pulling out their iPads to do some work while they marked time. They wouldn’t have to wait long as the soldier woke up about an hour later. The government officials stayed out of the way as the doctors checked on him and made sure there were no complications. They were eager to finally talk to him and see the effects of the surgery. As the doctors were finishing up, Sanders stood at the end of the bed. He nodded at Lawson to follow the doctors out to speak with them.

      “How are you feeling, soldier?” Sanders asked.

      “Other than feeling like someone’s using a sledgehammer on my head, I guess OK.”

      “Remember anything about what happened?”

      The soldier lifted his head, slightly sitting up, and gazed down at the floor. A terrifying realization came over him as his mind was a complete blank. Sanders could tell by the concerned look that swept over his face that he was having trouble coming up with anything. The soldier ran his hand over his head, letting his fingers feel the stitches that permeated his skull.

      “What’s your name?” Sanders asked.

      The soldier opened his mouth as if he was about to spit it out, but closed it a moment later, shaking his head in disgust.

      “How long do I have to be in here?” the soldier asked.

      “Doctors say a couple weeks, depending on how you do with everything,” Sanders replied.

      “You’re not a doctor?”

      “Don’t really have the uniform for it,” Sanders said, looking down at his black suit.

      “Who are you?”

      “Director Ed Sanders.”

      “Director of what?”

      “Well, we’ll get into that another time. The most important thing right now is you.”

      “I can’t remember anything,” the soldier said, frustration clearly evident in his voice.

      “That might be the least of your worries. They’ll be coming in here soon to test your other faculties.”

      Sanders started walking away toward Lawson, then stopped to look back at the soldier.

      “By the way, your name is Thomas Nelson. You were a member of Delta Force on a special mission when you were shot in the head.”

      The doctors came back in and started talking to Nelson in more detail. Sanders took Lawson aside to make sure her discussion with the doctors was productive.

      “Are they going to cooperate?” Sanders asked.

      “They were a little hesitant at first, but I convinced them it was the best move they could make in the interest of national security. There'll be no problems,” she replied.

      “Excellent,” Sanders said as his phone rang. “Stay in there with them to make sure there are no hiccups.”

      Sanders took his conversation outside to avoid any prying ears. Lawson went back to Nelson as the doctors were checking him out.

      “How’s he looking?” Lawson asked.

      “Vitals are looking good,” a doctor noted. “Just saw the MRI results. There’s no bleeding, clots, or swelling. Some minor tissue damage but, all in all, everything’s looking fantastic.”

      “That’s great.”

      The doctor left the room and Nelson lay still, staring up at the ceiling, wondering when he was going to start remembering things.

      “I take it you’re not a doctor either?” Nelson asked, not bothering to look at his visitor.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You with the other guy?”

      “If you’re referring to Director Sanders, then yes, I am,” she replied.

      “What do you want?”

      “In a few minutes, a specialist is going to come in here and give you a series of tests.”

      “What kind?”

      “Just to see what kind of additional rehab, if any, you’re going to need. I’ve already heard about your memory. We’re going to need to see if you’re having any other difficulties with your vision, motor skills, things like that.”

      “If you’re not a doctor, then why are you here?” Nelson asked.

      “We work for the government in a top-secret capacity. I can’t tell you more than that at the moment. What I can tell you is that we’re interested in you working for us when you get out of here.”

      “Why would you want someone who’s been shot in the head and can’t even remember his name?”

      “We’ve had our eye on you for a while. As long as the doctors think you’re gonna make a full recovery, there’s no reason for you not to work for us. As far as your memory, in our line of work, sometimes it’s better that way.”

      “What kind of work is that?”

      “Let’s get you healthy before we discuss that.”

      The specialist came into the room and Lawson disappeared from sight. The specialist was a doctor who worked for the organization that flew in with Sanders and Lawson, so they trusted that Nelson could be left alone with him.

      Lawson caught up to Sanders outside the hospital as he was finishing up his phone call.

      “What’s the word?” Lawson asked.

      “As soon as he’s ready to be moved… he’s ours,” he responded proudly. “The death certificate is being prepared as we speak. So, you need to get to work right away on preparing the necessary documents and making the notifications.”

      “I’ll get on it.”

      “I want everything ready to go by the time he’s able to leave here.”

      “What if he’s not interested in joining?” she asked.

      “What other options does a soldier with a particular set of skills and no memory have? He’ll play ball.”

      After a couple hours of testing, the specialist emerged from Nelson’s room.

      “What’s the word, Doc?” Sanders asked.

      “Well, it’s one of the most unusual cases I’ve ever seen.”

      “In what way?”

      “He seems to be fine in every aspect. Now, I’ve heard of cases where people shot in the head resume their normal lives immediately, so it’s not unprecedented, but it is rare.”

      “So, there’s no aftereffects?”

      “Well, I didn’t say that,” the doctor continued. “I asked about his past and he couldn’t tell me a thing about it. As far as his motor skills, vision, speech, everything like that seems to check out OK.”

      “Did you administer the Epideptriol?”

      “I did.”

      “Give you any problems?”

      “Nope. Not a bit. Told him it would help stimulate the tissues in his brain and maybe jog his memory.”

      “Great. Thanks, Doc.”

      “What’s the Epideptriol?” Lawson asked.

      “It’s an experimental drug. It’s designed to attack the part of the brain that controls your memory and kill the tissue,” Sanders explained.

      “He’ll never regain his memory, will he?”

      “Not if we can help it. It’s in his best interest that he doesn’t.”

      “Why? Why wouldn’t you want him to get his memory back?”

      “Without going into too many details, there are things in his past that would be better for him if he doesn’t remember.”

      “I see.”

      “So, you must not ever tell him, even if he asks. That’s a direct order,” Sanders said.

      “How often will the drug be administered?”

      “Once a week to start with when possible. Hopefully down the road we won’t need it as much, if at all.”

      Sanders noticed a solemn expression on Lawson’s face.

      “Don’t go getting soft on me now,” Sanders said.

      “It just seems a shame for a person to go through life without remembering a thing about your past, who you are.”

      “Maybe it is. But it’s what helps keep us in business,” Sanders continued. “Let’s get back in there and see what he has to say.”

      It was hard for the government officials to not see the dejection on Nelson’s face as they approached his bed. They pulled up a couple of chairs and sat by his side. Nelson was fiddling with his fingernails, trying hard not to look at his visitors. It was embarrassing to not remember a thing about who he was. Sanders and Lawson quietly waited for the fallen soldier to acknowledge their presence. They could see how tough it was for him and didn’t want to press him needlessly. A grimace rolled over Nelson’s face as he stared down at the covers on his bed. He finally looked up at the pair sitting next to him, water filling up his eyes as he struggled to contain his emotions.

      “I’ve been trying to remember anything… a name, a face, just something that might trigger the rest of my memory,” Nelson began, wiping his eyes. “But I just can’t.”

      “Sometimes it takes time for a person’s memory to come back to them,” Lawson explained. “Even the simplest thing could bring it back. It could happen right out of the blue.”

      “She’s right,” Sanders jumped in. “The key thing to remember is you don’t have to fight this battle alone. We’re here to help you. We can help get your life back together.”

      “Why? What’s in it for you?” Nelson asked.

      “The chance to add an experienced soldier to our staff. There’s no question in our minds that your fighting skills could be a great weapon in our arsenal. We think you’d be a valuable piece of our organization,” Sanders said.

      “What part of the government are you with?”

      “Well, that’s something we really can’t divulge to anyone who’s not actively involved with us.”

      “What if I say no?”

      “You’re within your right to do so, though we don’t see any valid reason why you would want to.”

      “Maybe I just wanna go home and be with my family.”

      “Home? Where is that? Can you tell us?” Sanders asked with a sarcastic edge.

      Nelson looked away from the pair, angry that he couldn’t answer the question.

      “I’m sure my family could help get me through it,” Nelson said.

      “I’m sure they could if you had any,” Sanders replied.

      “What?”

      “Your family could help you if you had any,” Sanders repeated, looking at Lawson. “Unfortunately, you don’t have any.”

      “I don’t have any family?” Nelson responded dejectedly.

      “See for yourself,” Sanders said, handing Nelson his file. “From Seattle, Washington, you were the only child born to your parents who died in a car accident two weeks after you graduated high school. It was their deaths that led you to join the military. Alone and nowhere else to go, ten years ago you enlisted.”

      “No aunts or uncles?”

      “One aunt who died from cancer when you were a child, and one uncle, who became a drunk and a petty thief who moved out to California never to be heard from again.”

      Nelson eagerly read the file, his eyes not moving fast enough for his brain to process the information contained in it. He reread the same passages over and over again, hoping some of it would change by the next time he read it. Sanders and Lawson gave Nelson all the time he needed to read and digest the file, watching his facial expressions as he ate it up. They knew it was something he needed to see to be able to move on from his situation. After half an hour of trying to unfold everything in his mind he finally put the folder down. He looked as confused and aggravated as before.

      “Nothing seems familiar,” Nelson stated. “Everything is as blank as it was.”

      “It’s something to start with,” Lawson replied.

      “About our job offer,” Sanders said. “What do you say?”

      “You haven’t told me anything about it yet. For all I know I’d be tending sheep.”

      “Not likely. Slaughtering them maybe.”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything until you tell me specifics,” Nelson said. “You say everything’s top secret? I understand that means you avoid saying too much. But unless you get specific I’m not doing anything.”

      Sanders looked at Lawson, wondering how much he should tell. She nodded as if to spur him on. Within a minute, he started to explain the details of the job offer.

      “Without giving away our cover, we work for an ultra-secret agency that targets people who are a threat to the United States,” Sanders said.

      “You mean terrorists.”

      “Not necessarily. Could be terrorists, world leaders, dictators, people in a position of power, rebels, perpetrators of major crime, criminal organizations, or anyone that poses a threat or could do so in the near future. It casts a wide net. We’re not pigeonholed into any one area. If we believe you’re a threat to the United States, either financially, politically, or physically, then we’re coming after you.”

      “And you neutralize the threat?” Nelson asked.

      “We eliminate the threat,” Sanders succinctly replied.

      “You’re a kill squad?”

      “That’s a very narrow way of looking at it, Mr. Nelson. We’re not just a kill squad as you put it. Much like the CIA, we assemble mountains of information that may prove valuable to protecting our country.”

      “You’re basically a black ops organization?”

      “If that helps you to understand it in its most basic form… yes.”

      Sanders could see Nelson was thinking about the offer but didn’t appear to be fully convinced yet.

      “We do not pay people to kill. I can get anybody to do that. I can train a monkey to do that if I wanted to. Any target that’s eliminated must be done in a way that completely exonerates the United States. The government does not officially condone or approve of these actions and cannot be implicated in any manner. If it’s discovered we’re behind some of these missions, it’d be one of the worst scandals in this country’s history. Even bigger than Watergate.”

      “Watergate? What’s that?” Nelson asked.

      “Google it sometime. To get back on point, you don’t get paid to kill. You get paid to be invisible. You get paid to scope out a target, infiltrate that target’s territory, eliminate said target, do it without your presence being noticed or compromised, and without any involvement suspected of the United States. To take it even further, your life as it stands right now will be gone. You cannot be arrested, put in jail, appear in traffic court, criminal court, divorce court, or any court. Your picture cannot appear in any newspaper. Your name won’t return any information in a computer, and your fingerprint won’t come up in any database. To put it bluntly, you… do not exist.”

      “Why are you hung up on getting me? I’m sure you could get a thousand other guys to do the same work.”

      “You’re a highly trained soldier, part of Team Delta. In addition, you’ve sustained an injury that we can easily pass off into your implied death. You also have nobody back home who would miss you or poke around into your disappearance,” Sanders continued.

      “My implied death?”

      “As I said, once you begin working for us, you do not exist. You’re officially dead. That means after you leave this room Thomas Nelson ceases to exist. He died on the operating table.”

      “How much time do I have to think about it?” Nelson asked.

      “Oh, about ten minutes,” Sanders replied, looking down at his watch.

      Nelson looked up at the man standing next to his bed, wondering how he could expect him to make a life altering decision so quickly. He sat in silence, his face showing no expression, staring at Sanders. A numb feeling overtook his body. He slowly shifted his gaze over to Lawson, his face still void of life, taking it all in. He sat there digesting the information he’d just been given. Was it the life he wanted? To be a soulless, ruthless killer who had no past and didn’t even exist? He thought about how changing his name would affect him, but considering he couldn’t remember anything anyway, it really was of no consequence what anyone called him. After a few minutes of thought he shook his head in acknowledgment, reluctantly accepting the offer, knowing he didn’t have many other options. At least with them he’d be a part of something. A group he could rely on and help him fill in any missing pieces, or questions he’d have. If he declined and went on his own, he had no family, and no one to turn to. That was an even scarier proposition for someone who couldn’t remember anything.

      “Well, I can’t even express how happy I am right now,” Sanders said. “Welcome to the team.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Sorry about changing the name but it has to be done.”

      “It’s OK. I can’t remember anything so it’s not doing me much good anyway,” Nelson stated.

      “I can understand.”

      “So, what’s my new name?”

      “Matthew Cain.”
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      Two weeks later—Sanders and his entourage of officials boarded the jet, bound for New York. Cain slipped into a seat against the window, staring at the landscape below as the ground became a blip on the radar.

      “So, how’d you come up with Matthew Cain?” Cain asked.

      “We give new agents new identities once they start working with us. We name them after people in the biggest organization ever created,” Sanders replied.

      “What’s that?”

      “The Bible.”

      “So, who do you name them after?”

      “Killers. Seemed more fitting.”

      “Who am I named after?”

      “Cain. He murdered his brother Abel and was the world’s first murderer,” Sanders said.

      “That’s comforting. So where am I gonna live when we get there?” Cain asked.

      “Everything’s been taken care of,” Sanders replied. “You’ve got a nice apartment in the heart of New York City.”

      “Once we get back, you’ll be given a package of everything you’ll need,” Lawson interjected. “Bank account, credit cards, car, passports, driver’s license, everything.”

      “You’ll notice that $250,000 has been deposited into your bank account to start with. Once we see that you’re going to stay with us for a while you will get $500,000 deposited into your account every six months, the first of January and July.”

      “Nice.”

      “Money will be the least of your worries. Make no mistake, though, you will earn every penny of it.,” Sanders added.

      “What if I don’t like living in New York?”

      “You only have to stay there for a brief period. We want to make sure you’re completely comfortable with the operation. After that, you’re free to live wherever you like. More times than not you’ll be off on an assignment, anyway. One of the trade-offs of that money is that you will be on call 24/7. You will make yourself available at any time of the day no matter where you are. If you are needed on an assignment immediately, you are to drop what you’re doing and respond at a moment’s notice,” Lawson explained. “It is rare when that happens as we like to plan missions out a few days in advance, but it does happen and you will be available.”

      “That’s not a problem. I obviously have nothing or no one to tie me down.”

      “That’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about. At one point this agency frowned upon agents having exterior relationships as they felt it would interfere in plans and at some point cause friction. What we found was some agents began to snap. Loneliness set in, there was nobody waiting for them, nothing to keep them going, and the stress of the missions wore them down. Now the policy is that we encourage you to make friendships and relationships outside of this agency. We want you to be happy and content and in return hopefully agents won’t go off the deep end. The conditions are that you cannot tell them what you do. If you want to tell them you work in insurance, or sales, or even for the government, that is up to you. But your work here is top secret.”

      “And I’ll even take it a step further,” Sanders chimed in. “You’re paid handsomely for your work here and in return for that we expect to be your number one priority. I don’t really care what you do or say when you’re at home as long as this agency is not involved. We are an ultra top-secret department and we must remain that way. Any slips by you about our work here to a friend, girlfriend, wife, reporter, anybody, will result in their immediate death… and probably yours. There are no reprieves and it’s non-conditional. Is that clear?”

      “I understand. How long will I be needed to do this?” Cain asked.

      “There’s no set timetable. We ask for ten or fifteen years. Anything after that will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis,” Lawson said. “If you choose to walk away at that point you’ll have fifteen million dollars in your bank account and free to live the rest of your life however you choose, though you’ll forever be bound by the rules of disclosure about this agency.”

      “What about guns?”

      “You’ll be given your choice of weapons at the Center. Though you won’t always travel with them. Due to airport security and customs, sometimes you’ll need to acquire your weapon once you arrive at your target location. Typically, it’s not a problem as we have operators and safety deposit boxes all over the world. Obtaining a weapon will be the least of your problems.”

      “What Center?”

      “It’s where our headquarters are.”

      “It’d probably be best to get some sleep if you can,” Sanders said. “You’ll need it once we get back.”

      Cain took Sanders up on the suggestion and dozed off for a while. They arrived in New York late that night, company cars waiting for them once they touched down. Sanders, Lawson, and Cain were driven away in the lead car with the other officers in the trailing car. Cain stared out the window intently, looking at the scenery.

      “Have I ever been here before?” Cain asked. He could see the confusion in the faces of his companions once the words left his lips. “In New York, I mean.”

      “Not to my knowledge,” Sanders replied.

      A short time later they arrived at the Center, going into the underground parking garage. As they got out of the car, Cain took note of his surroundings. It was a natural instinct for him, something that he still remembered from his military days. He always had to be aware of what was around him, noting any possible trouble spots, no matter how peaceful or innocent something looked. This was one of those times when something just didn’t feel right. He looked at the faces of Sanders and Lawson, who didn’t seem troubled by anything, but still felt like something was off. They went inside the elevator, where Sanders pushed the button to go up to the lobby. Once the doors opened and they stepped off the elevator, they were surprised to find three armed men waiting for them, guns pointed at each of their faces.

      “Anyone moves and you’re all dead,” one of the men yelled.

      All three of the intruding men were wearing black masks and two were armed with AK-47s while the other just had a pistol. They forced Sanders, Lawson, and Cain onto the ground, lying on their stomachs.

      “What do you want with us? Money?” Sanders asked.

      “We don’t want money. We want him,” one of the men replied, pointing at Cain.

      “He’s new to our company. He doesn’t know anything.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      One of the men pulled out another black mask, though this one didn’t have any holes for the mouth or eyes. They sat Cain up and put the hood over his head. They stood him up as one of the men took the butt end of his rifle and smashed it into Cain’s face. Cain immediately dropped to the floor as the blunt force temporarily knocked him out. Two of the assailants each grabbed one of Cain’s arms and dragged him back into the elevator. The leader of the group kept Sanders and Lawson on the ground at gunpoint before joining the other two in the elevator.

      About an hour later Cain started coming out of it. He emitted a low moan while moving his head. He opened his eyes but only saw darkness with the hood still over his head. A few seconds later the hood was pulled off. He tried to move his arms, but they were restrained, tied behind his back as he sat on an old wooden chair. Cain squinted, trying to adjust to the bright lights. He looked around the room but he was alone. There was nothing else even in the room other than the chair he was sitting on. There was a small mirror on the opposite side of the room. After sitting there for five minutes, wondering what his abductors had planned for him, someone finally entered the room. He was a middle-aged man, graying hair around his temples, and dressed in an expensive suit. He circled Cain a couple of times before speaking up.

      “I’ll start this out by explaining a few things to you,” the man said. “I’m gonna get the information I want out of you one way or another. I’d prefer to do it the easy way. I’ll ask you a question and you simply answer it honestly. If you’d rather do it the hard way, then I’m not opposed to that either. In that instance, we’ll simply beat the information out of you using whatever kinds of torture amuses us at the moment. Understand?”

      “Sure,” Cain replied.

      “First off, let’s start with your name.”

      “Peter.”

      “Peter what?”

      “Peter Pan,” Cain said seriously.

      “Peter Pan,” his interrogator repeated with a laugh. “Somehow I don’t think so.”

      “OK. My name really is Peter.”

      “Peter what?”

      “Peter Rabbit.”

      The well-dressed man wasn’t as amused with this answer as he was the one before it. He motioned toward the mirror for someone to come in. Seconds later two more men entered the room. Both were younger men, in their mid-twenties probably, and as well dressed as their superior.

      “See if you can make him a little more willing,” the elder man told them.

      Cain knew what that meant and his face tensed up as he tried to prepare for what was about to happen. He closed his eyes just as a clenched right fist made contact with his jaw, knocking him and his chair on the ground. The other man pulled him up in time for a left hand to put him back onto the ground, the man’s knuckles hitting Cain across the bridge of his nose. One of the men pulled him back up and immediately took the wind out of Cain by punching him in the stomach several times.

      “I’ll ask you one more time. Your name?” the leader asked.

      Cain took a deep breath before answering. “It’s Michael.”

      “Michael what?”

      “Michael Jordan.”

      “You’re a funny man,” he said after letting out a laugh. He seemed rather amused by Cain’s sense of humor.

      “Not as funny as your face is gonna look after I’m done rearranging it,” Cain threatened.

      “Well, we’ll see about that. Take Mr. Cain away for a bit and see how he likes the dark.”

      Cain looked at the man before him curiously, wondering how he knew his name and why he was trying to beat it out of him if he already knew it.

      “Yes, Mr. Cain, I’m already aware of who you are,” he said.

      “Then why the muscle?”

      “I told you I was prepared to do things either way you chose. I wanted to see which way you preferred. Apparently, you like to make things hard on yourself. So, we’ll do it your way.”

      The younger men untied Cain, lifting him up from the chair. As they began walking, Cain tripped one of them then punched the other one, catching him off guard. Cain kicked both men as they lay on the ground. Once they were incapacitated he turned his attention to the leader who was just standing against the wall watching the activities. Cain put his hands around his neck but was soon met with resistance as several more men rushed into the room to stop him. They pulled Cain off the man and restrained him.

      “What do you want with me?” Cain yelled.

      “In due time, Mr. Cain. In due time,” the leader replied.

      The men put the hood back over Cain’s head and led him out of the room. They walked him down a long, cold hallway that had bare white walls with a few doors on each side. They bypassed these doors until they reached the end of the hallway, a single door remaining. Once they reached their destination, they opened the door and shoved Cain in, quickly closing the door behind him. Cain’s hands weren’t tied together, so he pulled the hood off. The room was pitch black. Cain used his hands to feel around the edge of the room. He walked around the entire room, not feeling anything that would indicate a window or opening of any kind. He felt the door but there didn’t seem to be a handle on it so he assumed it could only be opened from the outside.

      The captors could see into the room through a piece of glass along part of the wall. Once they saw Cain sit down on the floor, they left to convene in the meeting room. They went into the room, where the man who ordered it all was already waiting for them.

      “What did you think?” the well-dressed leader asked his superior.

      “Nicely done,” Director Sanders responded, smiling.

      “Sir, do you really think this is necessary?” Shelly Lawson asked, concerned about Cain’s condition.

      “Unless you can think of another way in which case I’m all ears. We don’t have time to subject him to six to eight months of intensive training to see what he can do. The best way to see him in action and see how he responds to situations is to throw him into a situation where he thinks his life is at risk.”

      “I just hope we don’t lose him after this.”

      “We won’t.”

      “How long should we keep him in solitary?” the well-dressed man asked.

      “Leave him there for a week. We’ll see how that changes him,” Sanders replied. “Any objections, Shelly?”

      “No,” Lawson replied after a long pause.

      Sanders ordered Cain to be kept locked up for a week, with no outside contact, except for one meal a day. He wanted to see how he’d act after being in a weakened state from not eating and being in constant darkness. Sanders stopped by to check on him every day to see if his demeanor started changing. Though it was tough on Cain not knowing what time of day it was or what was happening to him, he tried to use the time to his advantage. Though they were trying to starve him and make him weak, he tried to combat it and stay strong by doing pushups and sit-ups. He slept a lot and tried to not let his mind wander and think positively. He figured that they wanted him alive for some reason or they would’ve killed him already.

      After a week had passed the same two men who worked him over before came in to get him.

      “Smells like piss in here,” one of them stated.

      “I wanted it to smell like you were at home,” Cain remarked, earning him a kick in the stomach.

      “C’mon, it’s time for another chat.”

      They dragged Cain up to his feet, helping him stand. He was a little weak but was able to stand on his own and walk by himself. There was another guard standing outside the room as they walked into the hallway and led him down the hallway into another room. It was the same room they interrogated him in before. This time he wasn’t tied to a chair. All three men guarded the room before the well-dressed leader walked in.

      “Looks like solitary confinement wasn’t too harsh for you.”

      “Was a little too bright for my liking,” Cain said sarcastically.

      “Your humor serves you well.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you in New York?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why were you with Sanders?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “C’mon now, you don’t know who you were with or where you are? You expect me to believe that?”

      “I don’t care what you believe.”

      “You should. Because the only way you’re getting out of here is if you start making me believe what you’re saying.”

      “Look, I’ve got a bullet in my head and I have memory issues. Doctors say I have something called sporadic amnesia. Sometimes I can’t remember what happened an hour ago. As far as this Sanders guy, maybe I know him, but I just can’t remember right now.”

      “Maybe you just need your memory jogged a little.”

      The leader motioned to one of the guards who stepped in front of Cain and belted him with a right hand, knocking Cain to the ground. As they helped Cain back to his chair, he noticed a gun inside the left jacket of one of the guards.

      “The next time someone hits me it’ll be the last mistake they make,” Cain said, hoping it’d provoke them into doing it again.

      It worked as the same man stepped in front of him. He rose his arm up, ready to pounce, when Cain sprung up from the chair. He reached inside the man’s jacket and pulled out his gun, quickly firing into his midsection. He fell to the ground and Cain turned around and fired at the other two guards, hitting them in the chest before they had a chance to remove their weapons. Cain then turned his sights on the leader of the group who looked shocked at what just happened. He wasn’t armed and started backpedaling toward the wall. Cain circled around him as the man kept walking backwards until he found himself in the middle of the room. Cain made him sit in the chair as he started his own line of questions.

      “Where am I?” Cain asked.

      “New York.”

      “Who are you?”

      “The Easter Bunny.”

      Cain wasn’t amused and backhanded the man with the butt of the gun, smacking him across the side of his face.

      “Who put you up to this?”

      “Santa Claus.”

      Cain smacked him again with the gun, knocking him to the ground, and causing a deep cut on the man’s forehead.

      “Last chance to tell me what you know,” Cain said.

      The man stayed silent and Cain thought about putting a bullet in him but ultimately decided against it and instead kicked him across the face as he broke for the exit. Cain peeked out the door and didn’t see anyone else out there and started down the hallway when lights and sirens started going off. He raced down the hallway and tried to open any doors he came across but they were all locked. Suddenly, he heard a commotion behind him as he turned around and saw a few men running toward him. He fired a couple shots in their direction and kept moving. He came across another door that was also locked but tried kicking it open. He knew he had to get the door open somehow or else he’d get captured again. He wasn’t going to be able to fend them off forever in that hallway. Cain desperately tried to open the door without any success. As the men moved closer, he fired a few more shots. He ran out of bullets when the door suddenly opened behind him. He turned around and was shocked to see Sanders standing there. Since he wasn’t restrained in any way, Cain assumed Sanders was somehow involved in his kidnapping.

      “Hello, Cain,” Sanders said.

      “What the hell are you doing to me?” Cain yelled.

      Cain put his hands on the collar of Sanders' suit, ready to shake some answers out of him. Instead, Cain got knocked out cold, hit from behind as one of the guards slammed a gun into the back of his head.

      “Take him to my office,” Sanders told them.

      “What do you think?” the lead training officer asked.

      “I think he’ll do nicely,” Sanders replied.

      “I’m not sure it’s the best test for him.”

      “He’s a former member of Delta Force. We already know he’s received great training. He doesn’t need more of that. I think we saw exactly what we needed to see.”

      “Which was?”

      “He’s willing and able to kill at a moment’s notice, without hesitation. He’ll do what it takes to survive. Those are the most important characteristics that an agent needs. Everything else is gravy. Those are the attributes that some men don’t possess. He does. He has them and he’ll use them.”

      They took Cain to Sanders’ office, laying him on a couch, where he lay motionless for a couple of hours. Once he started coming out of it he looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. He quickly remembered what transpired and jumped off the couch ready for a fight with someone. He scanned the room and after seeing no one, stood at ease. Cain looked at the pictures on the walls and walked over to the desk. He began rummaging through the drawers, not sure what he was looking for, but hoping to find anything that might explain what was going on. He took some papers out of the bottom drawer and saw a revolver sitting there. He heard the handle of the door jiggle and grabbed the gun. He pointed it toward the door and was ready to fire as soon as it opened. Cain was surprised to see Sanders and Lawson walk through the door. The pair stopped in their tracks once they saw the gun pointed at them.

      “Put that thing away,” Sanders said.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blow your head off right now,” Cain replied. “You set me up.”

      “The first good reason is that you can’t. There’s no bullets in that gun.”

      Cain briefly looked at the gun while it was still pointed at Sanders and pulled the trigger.

      “Lucky for me I wasn’t bluffing,” Sanders noted.

      Cain sighed and felt defeated already as he tossed the gun on the desk.

      “Sit down so we can talk,” Sanders said.

      Cain ignored his wishes and continued to stand in a somewhat adversarial manner.

      “Please,” Sanders said, trying to de-escalate the situation. “Sit down.”

      Cain looked at Lawson who nodded in agreement. After a few seconds of deliberating, he decided to comply, realizing he didn’t really have any other options but to comply with their wishes. He sat back down on the couch as Sanders sat on the edge of his desk.

      “Everything you just went through was a test,” Sanders said calmly.

      “A test?” Cain snapped.

      “Typically, a new agent requires intensive field training that lasts anywhere from six months to a year. With your military background, I thought waiting might not be in our best interest. I wanted to get you out in the field as soon as possible but I needed to see how good you were to bypass the training. So, we devised this plan so nobody would get hurt but we’d find out about your abilities.”

      “I shot three men for a test.”

      “Wax bullets. I made sure all weapons were fitted with them for safety purposes. The men you shot are all fine.”

      “You intentionally left me in a dark room, trying to starve me to death.”

      “We had to see if you’d start to break. And we weren’t trying to starve you, we gave you a sandwich every day.”

      “On stale bread.”

      “I’ll have a word with our chef.”

      “So, how’d I do?”

      “You did exceptional. I have no concerns. If we put you out in the field tomorrow, I’d expect outstanding results. If anything doesn’t go according to plan, I can see you have the necessary attributes to…” Sanders explained before his voice trailed off.

      “To what?” Cain asked.

      “To survive.”

      Cain sat there digesting the information, not sure what he should be feeling. Sanders could see Cain still had some doubts.

      “Look, I can understand you’re a little agitated right now and I don’t blame you for it at all,” Sanders began. “But this is a tough business we’re in. It’s not for the weak minded or weak-hearted. We need to make sure who we’re sending out there is up to the task. If you wanna go home and be pissed off for a while that’s OK. But we think you’ll be an asset to this agency and we think we can be an asset to you if you want help in trying to get your memory back.”

      As Cain pondered Sanders words his initial anger slowly started to subside. He still wasn’t sure what they did was necessary to see what he could do, but he knew he would need some help in regaining his memory. He didn’t know who else he would be able to turn to.

      “I tell you what, why don’t you go home and just think about things for a while. If you decide this isn’t right for you, we won’t stand in your way. You’re free to go,” Sanders told him. “But I think you’ll come to the proper decision that this is where you belong. The right decision.”

      “Go home? Where’s that?” Cain asked.

      “We set you up with an apartment a few blocks from here. I’ll have someone take you there. Relax for a little bit.”

      Cain knew he didn’t need to relax for a while, or think about it for a few hours. He was in. He figured if anyone had the resources to help him get his memory back it’d be the government. He’d overlook this little stunt they created and do what was asked of him as long as the tricks ended there.

      “I don’t need time to think,” Cain said, standing up. “I’ll do it. But if anyone pulls something like this on me again, I will make them wish they hadn’t.”

      “Understood,” Sanders responded, smirking.

      “I’ll take you to your place,” Lawson said.

      “Before you leave, as a show of good faith, go over to the gun room,” Sanders said. “Pick out something you like.”

      As Cain and Lawson left the room, Sanders pulled out his cell phone to make a call.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Sanders said. “Are you free right now?”

      “Yeah,” the voice on the other line replied.

      “Good. I have a job for you right now. He’s on his way to his place in a few minutes. Could you be there waiting for him as a surprise?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good. I’ll pay you the usual fee.”

      Lawson led Cain to the gun room, where it looked like they had several hundred guns lined up. It was a small room that had a few tables locked together, not to mention shelves on the wall that were fully stocked with guns and ammunition. If the building was ever stormed by enemies they certainly had enough weapons and ammo to make the fight last a while. There were cameras at the door and inside the room to make sure nobody was taking guns out that was unauthorized. Cain walked around the room, carefully analyzing some of the pieces, picking a few up to get a feel for them. A couple felt really comfortable to him, perhaps because they were active military weapons, which he probably had used previously even if he didn’t remember it. His eyes caught sight of a Sig Sauer M11 on the table. He picked it up and pointed it at the wall, instantly knowing he wanted it. He put it inside the back of his belt as he picked up a Glock 19, analyzing it thoroughly. He also shoved that inside his belt as he grabbed some ammunition boxes off the shelf.

      “I’m taking these two,” Cain stated.

      “Planning on starting your own little war?” Lawson replied.

      “I like to be prepared.”

      “That’s fine.”

      Once they left, they went down to the garage, finding Lawson’s car. As they drove away, Lawson wanted to get to know her new agent better.

      “I just want to let you know I wasn’t in favor of what they did to you this past week,” she said.

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. I didn’t think it was necessary, but I was overruled.”

      “It’s fine. Thanks for the concern though,” Cain said. “So how long have you been working here?”

      “Seven years.”

      “You like it?”

      “For the most part. Like any other job, you have good days and bad. Some days are more stressful than others. But yeah, I do.”

      “How’d you get mixed up in this?”

      “I worked for the FBI as an analyst. One day, out of the blue, I was approached about a new agency that was starting. It was top secret, completely off the books, that nobody knew about. It seemed exciting, so I joined up,” Lawson said.

      “I don’t even know what it’s called.”

      “We have no official name. Unofficially we’re known as The Specter Project, or Project Specter.”

      “Is there a meaning behind that?”

      “Specter means ghost, or a source of terror.”

      “I guess that does fit, huh? So, you’re telling me nobody knows this agency exists? How’s that possible?” Cain asked.

      “I don’t have all the answers either. I only know what they want me to know. He wasn’t lying when he said this is an ultra-secret agency. As far as I can tell Sanders only reports to three or four people. Who those people are I don’t know.”

      “I thought the CIA did this type of stuff.”

      “The CIA has become too well known to do many of the tasks we’re now doing. Plus, there’s too much red tape. Due to political pressures, they’d simply be unable to do some of the things we do. We’re a completely unknown Black Ops division.”

      They continued talking about the organization for a few minutes until they wound up at Cain’s apartment building.

      “Well, here we are,” Lawson said, handing Cain the keys to his apartment. “Eighth floor.”

      “Thanks. What happens tomorrow?”

      “Nothing. Now you wait for us to contact you about an assignment. Just take it easy.”
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      Cain went into the building and took the elevator up to his apartment. He stood in front of the door, trying to shake the feeling that something wasn’t right, and stared at the door for a few moments. He unlocked it, and pushed it open without stepping inside. He took a few steps in, carefully surveying his surroundings, trying to notice if anything seemed strange. Suddenly, music started blaring from the bedroom, the door flying open. Cain immediately withdrew the Glock pistol from his belt, waiting for a figure to emerge in the doorway. A few seconds later the outline of his visitor became visible, causing Cain to relax the finger he had pressed on the trigger. He let his arm fall to the side, the pistol bouncing off his leg. The scantily clad woman dancing in his bedroom eased any fears he previously had. Cain put the pistol back in his belt before barging past the tight skirted blonde, whose ample cleavage was barely contained in her dress. He didn’t pay much mind to her as he found the booming stereo and turned it off.

      “Wrong kind of music?” she innocently asked.

      Cain walked past her, once again not looking at her, on his way to the kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and sat down on a bar stool at the counter, finally looking at his visitor.

      “Who are you? What do you want? And how’d you get in here?” Cain finally asked.

      “I have a special key,” she teased. “And I’m your birthday present.”

      “It’s not my birthday.”

      “Well, then I guess it’s just your lucky day.”

      Cain continued to just sit there drinking his water. The woman was starting to get confused, unsure of Cain’s uninterested behavior. She hadn’t encountered that kind of resistance before.

      “So, if you don’t want me to dance what would you like me to do?” she asked. “Should I wait in bed for you?”

      “Actually, I’d kind of like you to leave,” Cain replied.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know who put you up to this but I’m not interested.”

      “You’re not interested? How can you not be interested? What’s wrong with you? Are you some kind of weirdo or something?”

      “I guess you could say that,” Cain said as he got up to open the door.

      The woman sighed and walked over to him. She closed the door and slowly caressed his chest with her fingers. Cain closed his eyes and grabbed her wrists, moving them off his body. He went back over to the counter to grab his water. The woman followed him.

      “Is there something wrong with me? Not your type? What?”

      “You’re a beautiful woman. But I’m just not interested right now,” Cain said.

      “Wow. You’re really a challenge, aren’t you?”

      Cain rolled his eyes, unsure of what else he could say to get the woman to leave, and walked over to the couch.

      “Look, I’m tired, I’ve had a long day, and I really just want to relax for a little bit,” Cain said.

      “That’s what I’m here for. To help you relax. Listen, if we don’t do anything here then I don’t get paid,” she said in frustration.

      “Who’s paying you?”

      “Sanders.”

      “Why?”

      “He uses me every now and then for his employees.”

      “Do you know what we do?” Cain asked.

      “I just know that you work for the government. Sanders says you guys are in frequent high-stress situations and need to get the tension out.”

      Cain grinned and let out a slight laugh.

      “So, does that mean you’re ready?” the woman asked hopefully.

      “What’s your name, anyway?”

      “Destiny.”

      Cain looked at her, tilted his head and raised his eyebrows in amusement.

      “Destiny? Really? What’s your real name?” Cain asked.

      “That is my real name.”

      “You gotta do better than that.”

      The woman looked up, biting her lip, and reluctantly replied. “Heather. Listen, I’d really like to get paid for this, so if you’re still not interested, just sit back and I’ll do all the work.”

      “You’re persistent.”

      “I get paid a lot of money for this.”

      “How’s Sanders gonna know nothing happened if you just walked out of here right now?” Cain asked.

      “I don’t know, it’s Sanders, he knows everything. Wouldn’t surprise me if he had this place bugged or cameras somewhere.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, you can stay awhile,” Cain said as he lay on the couch.

      “That’s more like it,” she replied as she walked toward him.

      “Oh, no, no, you can sit on that one,” he said, pointing to the sofa across from them.

      “I can’t believe this,” she whispered to herself as she walked to the sofa, sitting down.

      “If it helps, if anyone asks, I’ll tell them you were great,” Cain said.

      “Thanks. Are we gonna do anything at all tonight?”

      “Yeah. We can talk if you want.”

      “Talk? That’s it? Just talk?”

      “Well, I guess if you’re hungry you can help yourself to the fridge.”

      “Are you always this difficult?”

      “Mostly.”

      Cain grabbed the remote off the coffee table and turned the TV on. He flipped channels until he came across a documentary on black ops on The History Channel. He intently watched the program for the next half hour as Heather tended to her nails in boredom. Once the show ended Cain sat up and looked at Heather.

      “Oh, is it over now?” she asked sarcastically.

      “Oh, you still here?” he replied as he took a sip of water. “So why do you do this?”

      “Why not? I like to have sex and I get paid a lot of money.”

      “Seems like you could be doing something more…”

      “Dignified, maybe? More important? Like solving the world’s hunger problem or finding a cure for cancer or something?”

      “Maybe. You’re an attractive girl. I’m sure there’s a lot of other opportunities out there for you.”

      “Oh, there is. I also work at a strip club.”

      “You seem pretty proud of it.”

      “Hey, it pays the bills.”

      “So, what’re you gonna do when the looks fade, and the dance moves are gone?” Cain asked.

      “By that time, hopefully I’ll have enough money saved where I won’t have to worry about it.”

      “Is that what you’re doing with all your money, saving it?”

      “Is it really any of your business?” she asked.

      “You’re in my apartment, sitting on my couch, and watching my TV. If you don’t like the questions, you can leave anytime you want.”

      “Fine. My goal is to save up a couple hundred thousand and then leave this city. Move to the country somewhere, buy a nice little house, and start my own business,” she revealed.

      “That’s a lot of money.”

      “It is. I’ve still got a few years to go.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe something that involves the marketing degree I have.”

      “How does a girl with a marketing degree wind up here?”

      “A lot of debt.”

      “Your parents approve of what you’re doing?” Cain asked.

      “My mother died when I was five. My father, if you can call him that, raised me until I was about seventeen. Then I left on my own.”

      “Didn’t get along?”

      “I was tired of the verbal assaults and physical beatings,” Heather said.

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah. Met a guy who wanted me to get into that kind of life, and like a sucker I wanted to please him. Then a few months later he ran off with another dancer. There I was, stuck.”

      “Still could’ve left,” Cain said.

      “Guess I didn’t know what else to do. Should’ve went with my sister.”

      “You have a sister?”

      “Four years younger than me. She went to school to become a teacher. Haven’t talked to her in a few years. She disapproved of my lifestyle,” she said.

      “Where’s she at now?”

      “I don’t even know.”

      Cain sat there looking at Heather, nodding, with an approving look on his face. He liked that there seemed to be some substance to her, and that she wasn’t just a pretty face with no ambition.

      “How about a drink?” Cain offered.

      “Sure.”

      Heather watched Cain head to the kitchen, actually admiring him now that he didn’t just jump all over her the moment he laid eyes on her. She put up the front with most men she came in contact with and pretended to love everything about what she did. She found most men offered extra tips when they thought she was really into them and all about the sex.

      “Sorry, don’t have anything stronger,” Cain said with a wide grin, handing her a bottle of water.

      Heather smiled. “That’ll be fine.”

      Cain walked back around the coffee table, sitting on the couch across from Heather. He sat up at attention, eager to learn more about his companion.

      “So, what about you? How’d you end up working for Sanders?”

      “I was in the military. I was on the verge of leaving and he offered me a job,” Cain said.

      “You like it?”

      “Well, I just started.”

      Cain sat back and stared at the ceiling, suddenly not feeling well. He wiped sweat off his forehead with his arm.

      “Are you OK? You don’t look so good,” Heather said.

      Cain put his right hand up to his ear, hearing a loud ringing sound. He squinted as he couldn’t see with the bright lights shining in his eyes. A few seconds later his eyes closed entirely to block out the color streaks. Heather rushed over to the phone and called Sanders, as she was instructed to do in case there was an emergency with any of his guys. Sanders informed her when he first hired her that if things ever got out of hand in any manner that he was the first one to be called, and he would handle it, with no police or medical personnel involved.

      “Hey, something’s wrong with your guy here,” she screamed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. He’s not looking good,” she said, glancing over at him.

      “I’ll have someone there in ten minutes.”

      “Oh my God,” she yelled as she watched him fall on his side.

      “What now?”

      “I think he just passed out.”

      Sanders hung up and had a doctor rush over to Cain’s apartment. Heather ran over to Cain, who was now lying on his side on the couch. She lifted his eyelids open and checked his pulse. She really wasn’t sure what she was doing, but it seemed like a good thing to do. She stood up and put her hands on her head, hastily trying to think of what else she could do. Two minutes later, Cain opened his eyes, not totally sure what was going on. He was breathing heavy and batting his eyelids, trying to get his wits about him.

      “Are you OK?” Heather asked.

      Cain slowly sat up and looked at her, unsure what had happened. Heather grabbed his arm to try to comfort him.

      “Do you need anything?” Heather asked again.

      A dazed and confused look appeared in Cain’s eyes, still hazy from passing out. He had no idea who the beautiful woman sitting next to him was.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. We were just talking and all of a sudden you just looked really bad and then slumped over.”

      “I passed out?”

      “Yes.”

      “For how long?”

      “Maybe two or three minutes. I called Sanders. He’s sending a doctor here to check you out.”

      “Who’s Sanders?”

      “Umm… your boss,” she responded, unsure of what else to say.

      “Oh. Who are you again?”

      “I’m Heather.”

      “Do I know you?”

      “We just met earlier,” she told him.

      Cain leaned forward and attempted to get up but was met with resistance from Heather, who gently held him back.

      “Just sit back until the doctor gets here,” Heather said. “What do you need? I’ll get it for you.”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      Heather grabbed the bottle of water from the coffee table and helped Cain take a sip of it. She laid him back down on the couch and kneeled down on the floor next to him, watching over him. A few minutes later they heard keys rattling in the door, a second later the door opening to reveal Sanders, Lawson, and the doctor. The trio rushed into the apartment and immediately checked on Cain’s condition.

      “I said give him a good time, Heather, I didn’t say kill him,” Sanders remarked.

      Heather rolled her eyes, ignoring the comment, and watched as the doctor looked at Cain. Several minutes later the doctor got up and approached Heather, Sanders, and Lawson, who were standing in a circle.

      “He had a seizure,” the doctor noted as he turned to look at his patient.

      “I thought the drugs were supposed to stop that,” Sanders said.

      “For most patients, the drugs will control them, but it doesn’t mean he can’t have additional seizures. The drugs also have side effects, including dizziness, nausea, vision problems, and memory issues.”

      “Is this gonna be a frequent problem?” Sanders asked.

      “He might have a few a year or he might never have another one. No one can say with any amount of certainty. Everybody reacts differently.”

      “Just great. Every time this guy’s out in the field we’re gonna be wondering if he collapses and falls off a cliff somewhere.”

      “What do we do from here?” Lawson asked.

      “Well, I’d give him a couple of days to rest and recover. No strenuous activity,” the doctor replied. “After that he should be able to resume normal activities.”

      “What about his memory, doctor?” Heather asked.

      “What about it?”

      “Well, when he woke up, he didn’t know who I was or recognize Mr. Sanders' name.”

      “Oh, well, that’s quite normal. Often when someone has a seizure, their mind is still cloudy and can’t recognize names or faces. It usually wears off within thirty minutes or an hour and he should be able to recognize anyone he knew before.”

      They talked amongst themselves for the next few minutes trying to decide how to proceed. They didn’t feel comfortable leaving Cain by himself in case anything else happened.

      “I guess I’ll stay here with him,” Lawson volunteered.

      “No, you’re too valuable to stay here. You’ve got work to do and ten other agents to take care of. I can’t have you sitting here being a nursemaid,” Sanders responded.

      “Who do you have in mind then? Who else is aware of his problem and will be able to stay with him?”

      Sanders walked over to the window, looked down at the traffic below, and thought about who he could get.

      “I could stay with him,” Heather blurted out.

      Sanders raised his eyebrows, surprised at the stripper’s suggestion. He turned around and locked eyes with Lawson, also shocked at Heather’s offer. Heather knew that as soon as she said it they would look at her strangely and wonder why she was making the offer. She wasn’t quite sure herself, except it just seemed like the right thing to do. Sanders could tell by Lawson’s face that she was not in favor of it. He then walked over to Heather to discuss it further with her.

      “Why would you wanna do that?” he asked.

      “He seems like a nice guy.”

      “Strange coming from you.”

      “Sir, I really don’t think this is a good idea,” Lawson said.

      “Why not? Someone’s gotta look after him. Who else do you have in mind?”

      “We can get someone at the office to swing by. One of the secretaries maybe.”

      “And who’s gonna take their spot? There’s a lot of important work to be done. I’m not sure that’s the best and most productive use of time.”

      “What does she know about taking care of someone? Plus, we can’t afford to have any information slip out by accident.”

      “What of your other job?” Sanders asked.

      “I’ll take a few days off,” Heather replied.

      “Everything here is top secret information, you understand that? Any slips about his condition to the wrong people could mean his death. Or yours. Nothing leaves this room.”

      “Who am I gonna tell?” Heather said, incredulous that he suspected her of revealing anything. “I don’t even know anything other than you work for the government.”

      “I’m just making sure we understand each other.”

      “We do. Nobody will know of his condition.”

      “I can’t reimburse you for your time, other than what you were already here for.”

      “I’m not asking for anything.”

      Sanders took a step back and paced back and forth for a few moments, deliberating and considering his options. It didn’t take long for him to come to a conclusion.

      “Well, I don’t think we have very many alternatives to Ms. Lloyd’s offer. I think we should be appreciative of her being a good Samaritan. So, considering that, I think it’d be in our best interest to accept her kind offer,” Sanders said.

      Lawson slightly opened her mouth, ready to continue fighting against the notion, but she thought better of it. She rarely went against Sanders’ wishes, and when she did, it was something she really believed in fighting for. She wasn’t sure this was a big enough deal to go against him. She sighed in disapproval, looking Heather up and down in her revealing outfit, but didn’t fight the directive any further. Although she disagreed with his decision, she understood.

      “Well, we have other matters to attend to, so we’re gonna get going,” Sanders said. “Anything happens, anything you need, you call me.”

      “I will,” Heather said.

      As the trio of officials got to the door, Sanders stopped and looked back at Heather.

      “Remember what the doctor said, no strenuous activity,” Sanders said sarcastically.

      “I heard,” she shot back.
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      Heather walked back over to the couch and placed her hand on Cain’s forehead. She then helped him take another sip of water and sat on the sofa across from him. About a half hour later the fuzziness began wearing off and he finally recognized the woman in his apartment. He started to ask more questions but Heather wanted to make sure he just took it easy the rest of the night. Cain continued to lay there, lethargic for the next couple of hours, as the two of them watched TV. Heather watched him fall asleep as the midnight hour approached. She went into the bedroom, grabbed a blanket off the bed, and placed it over him. She fell asleep on the sofa a short time later.

      Cain woke up the next morning much more alert, the cloudiness seemingly gone from his head. He actually felt pretty good as he lay there looking up at the ceiling, waiting for the sleepiness to wear off. Something smelled pretty good, encouraging him to finally get up. He walked over to the kitchen to find Heather making breakfast.

      “You can cook too, huh?” Cain asked, smiling.

      “I’ve been known to cook a few things,” she said, smiling back. “It’s only eggs and bacon. It’s kinda hard to mess that up.”

      “I’ve known people who could mess up peanut butter and jelly.”

      Heather let out a good laugh, “I’m sure you have.”

      “Smells really good,” Cain admitted.

      “Sit down. It’s almost ready.”

      Cain sat at the table and noticed that Heather seemed to be wearing a man’s shirt. Most likely his. He couldn’t complain too much since it did look pretty good on her. It only covered a third of her thigh, but he certainly had no qualms about looking at her nicely tanned legs.

      “Nice shirt,” he blurted out. “Something looks familiar about it.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry about that.” She sheepishly smiled. “I wasn’t planning on being here more than a few hours last night so I had no other clothes. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, I don’t mind. Can’t say it doesn’t look good on you. Probably looks better on you than me,” he teased.

      A wide smile overtook her face as she was pleased to hear him say something that sounded like he was attracted to her. She finished making breakfast and brought their plates over to the table.

      “How are you feeling?” Heather asked.

      “Pretty good right now.”

      “You gave me a pretty good scare last night.”

      He laughed. “Probably gave myself a bigger one.”

      “Do you have many of them?”

      “That was the first one. Hopefully, it’s the last.”

      “Do you know why it happened?”

      “I was shot in the head,” Cain said bluntly.

      “Oh my God.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened?” she asked, putting her hand on his arm.

      “I can’t really say. I don’t remember anything about it. One day I just woke up in an army hospital with a bandage on my head and people telling me how lucky I was to survive.”

      “I can’t even imagine what it was like. You seem like everything is fine.”

      “For the most part, it is. I feel healthy. My memory is gone though. I can’t remember anything about my past. Names, faces, dates… it’s all gone. I can’t tell you anything about where I’ve been or what I’ve done before I woke up in that hospital,” Cain explained, his eyes swelling up with tears. He wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt to prevent him from crying.

      “That’s terrible. I feel so bad for you,” Heather said, gushing. “Isn’t there anything you can do to get your memory back?”

      “Not that I know of. They say it might just come back one day out of the blue,” he replied. “Or it might never come back again.”

      “Can’t they bring in a family member or something? I’ve heard seeing a familiar face sometimes jogs people’s memories.”

      “There isn’t anybody.”

      “Nobody?”

      “Well, I saw my file, and it seems I’m all there is. Parents were killed and I have no other family to speak of.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Heather said, rubbing his arm.

      He gave her a warm smile that seemed to thank her for the comforting wishes without him saying a word. They continued talking as they ate, Heather feeling more connected to the man sitting next to her with each sentence he spoke. Even though she proclaimed she liked what she did, and the money was too good to pass up, she really yearned for a serious relationship. It was something she figured she’d never find in her line of work, at least not one worth having. She’d had a few boyfriends, but she knew they were mostly interested in her for the sex, and they thought it was cool to have a stripper for a girlfriend. Hardly the type of guys you brought home to mother. She could tell Cain was a different type of guy. One with standards and morals. That was obvious since he didn’t ravage her the night before.

      “What do you do for Sanders?” she asked.

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you.”

      “Oh yeah. I forgot. Are you gonna be in New York for a while?”

      “I don’t know. I can live anywhere I want but I don’t know where else I would go.”

      Cain got up from the table and put the dishes in the sink once the pair finished eating.

      “That was really good, thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome. It was nice,” Heather replied. “I enjoyed cooking for someone else for a change. Gets a little boring when you’re only cooking for one all the time.”

      “That’s surprising.”

      “Why is that surprising?”

      “I dunno. I figured a girl like you would have guys banging down your door or begging at your feet to be with you,” Cain surmised.

      “A girl like me. You mean a stripper?” she asked without a hint of anger.

      “No. I meant a girl as pretty as you.”

      “Oh. Well, there are plenty of guys banging down my door every day. But it doesn’t mean anything. They’re only after one thing.”

      “Sounds like you’re not as into your profession as you made it seem last night.”

      “Well, I don’t just go around talking about my feelings with everybody.”

      “Why are you talking about it now?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess you’re pretty easy to talk to,” Heather admitted. “You’re not like most guys I run into.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I meant it as one.”

      “So how long are you planning on staying? I mean, when do you have to get back to work or whatever?”

      “Well, I told Sanders I’d stay for a couple of days to make sure you were OK,” she said. “But if you don’t want me to then I completely understand. I can leave whenever you want.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I can leave now. I’ll just get dressed,” she said as she got up from the table.

      “Heather…”

      “I mean, I really don’t wanna feel like I’m imposing.”

      “Heather…”

      “So, I’ll just get dressed and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Heather…”

      “I’ll just tell Sanders you seem perfectly fine,” she said nervously, not hearing anything Cain was saying.

      “Heather,” Cain yelled, finally succeeding in getting heard.

      “What?”

      “You can stay.”

      “I can?” she asked, surprised.

      “Well, you already told Sanders you’d stay a couple days so you might as well. Plus, I’d like you to stay.”

      “You would?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I told you I have memory issues. I forget how to cook,” he joked.

      A little sense of relief came over Heather as she never felt so comfortable and at ease with a man as she did with Cain. She was glad he wanted her to stay for a couple of days. She sauntered over to the couch in the living room, hoping to get a few lusty glances from him as she walked. Cain stood by the kitchen counter watching her every move. He couldn’t remember much, but he was certain he hadn’t seen legs that looked that nice in a long time. He sure didn’t see anything like that in the army. He didn’t feel right about having sex with her the minute he saw her but he felt no shame in undressing her with his eyes.

      “I think you have one problem,” he said.

      “What’s that?” she asked anxiously.

      “If you’re gonna be here a couple days, then I think you need your own clothes to wear. I mean, my shirt looks good on you but I don’t think you can walk around the whole day like that.”

      “Don’t bet on it.”

      Heather went to the bedroom and got dressed into her clothes from the night before. She came out about ten minutes later and told Cain she was going to her apartment to pack a few things.

      “Want me to come with you?” Cain asked.

      “Come with me? Why?” Heather asked, surprised by his request.

      “Uh... I dunno. I thought maybe you’d need help or something.”

      “Umm, I think I should be OK.”

      She was a little reluctant at having Cain see her apartment. For the first time since she started stripping she seemed a little embarrassed about it. The only guys who’d been inside her apartment were guys she dated or paid for the privilege. For a few brief moments when they were talking at the table she felt like she was someone else. Like they were normal people just having a conversation and she kind of liked it. She’d hate for him to see her apartment and have the reality of her profession smack him in the face and change his opinion of her. She walked toward the door and thought about what might happen if he had another seizure while she was gone. She’d only be gone an hour or two but what if he had one and she wasn’t there to help? What would Sanders say?

      “I guess under the circumstances it’d be better off if you came with me,” she reluctantly agreed. “I mean, with your seizures and all, I probably shouldn’t leave you alone.”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re probably right.”

      They took the elevator to the ground floor and walked out of the building. Almost immediately a beautiful blonde woman walked past them. She was rather tall with long hair and a striking figure. She gave Cain a slight smile. He was mesmerized by her and watched her walk past him. Heather noticed Cain continuing to watch the woman as she kept walking.

      “I wish I’d gotten that kind of response from you last night,” she deadpanned.

      She expected some type of reply but he kept silent.

      “I wasn’t really serious,” she said. “Most men would be falling over themselves if she walked past. I couldn’t blame you.”

      After a minute, she realized she was basically talking to herself because he seemed like he was in another world. His head was still turned in that woman’s direction though she was fading from view and barely noticeable at that point. Heather put her hand on his arm and shook it a little to try to break him from his trance. She shook it gently without success before putting a little more weight into it. It worked as he finally turned his head back to her. Heather was a little alarmed by the blank look that overtook his face.

      “Are you OK?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “What’s the matter? Don’t remember seeing a pretty woman before?” she kidded.

      “No. I mean, I saw something.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was an image,” Cain said.

      “An image of what?”

      “A woman.”

      “Well, she just walked by you, it’s understandable. Most men would probably have the same image in their head.”

      “No, it wasn’t of her. It was somebody else.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. I just saw her face. She had blonde hair, a little past her shoulders, and a pretty face.”

      “What was she doing?”

      “Nothing. It was just her face. Everything else around her was just white space. Like a picture of a face on the pages of a book and that’s all there is.”

      Heather could tell he seemed troubled by this vision. He seemed genuinely disturbed by it.

      “I feel like I should know who it is. Like she’s connected to me somehow,” he said.

      “Maybe it was a high school girlfriend or something. Maybe a friend that you knew from before.”

      “Maybe.”

      Heather made sure that Cain was all right before they started walking toward her apartment. They could’ve taken a cab, but they decided to walk the half hour to her place. It’d give them some time to talk along the way. With each step they took they seemed to grow a little closer to each other. In another time and place Heather thought about how things might be different. Maybe they’d be holding hands or exchanging playful glances with each other. But she knew that at this point in time there was no chance of anything ever developing further. After a half hour of walking, sidestepping bustling people who seemed to be charging at them, they arrived at a nice looking building that stretched up fifteen floors.

      “I’m impressed,” Cain said.

      “I told you I was paid well.”

      They went inside and went up to her apartment on the eleventh floor. Heather put the key in and unlocked it, taking a deep breath before opening the door, hoping he wouldn’t change his opinion of her after seeing it. There was nothing unordinary about the place, nothing that anyone would associate with her profession like poles attached to the ceiling, furry handcuffs on the couch or kinky fetishes. But to her, it was a stripper’s place, and she attached a stigma to it even if no one else did.

      “Well, here it is,” she said, walking in.

      “Very nice. I like it,” Cain replied, looking around the living room. “Not quite what I expected.”

      “Which was?”

      “Well, I, uh, I was kind of half expecting some unflattering things to be out and about.”

      “Most people do,” she said dejectedly.

      “Well, I’m gonna go pack a few things. Sit down and make yourself at home if you want. Kitchen’s over there if you want a drink or anything.”

      Cain sat on the black leather couch, shifting around into different positions to get a feel for it. It was so comfortable that he didn’t want to sit on it for too long or else he probably wouldn’t want to get up. He walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator to see what was available. He poured a couple glasses of orange juice for the two of them. Just as he finished pouring there was a loud knock on the door.

      “You want me to get that?” Cain asked.

      “No, no,” Heather huffed, scurrying into the room. “I’ll get it.”

      She turned him around and told him to wait in the kitchen. The loud knocking continued.

      “Come on, Heather, let’s go,” a deep voice yelled from the other side.

      “Coming,” she replied.

      Heather opened the door to reveal a large, bald man with a Fu Manchu. She took a deep sigh, obviously displeased to see the heavyset man before her.

      “Hi, Tommy,” she said.

      “So, what’s this about you not working tonight?” he asked as he pushed past her.

      “Sure, come on in,” she said sarcastically.

      “Why aren’t you working? You don’t look sick.”

      “I just feel like taking a couple of days off, OK?”

      “Boss doesn’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I don’t really care what he thinks. I’m taking a few days,” Heather insisted.

      “Maybe you just need a little something to pick you up.”

      Tommy took some drugs out of his pocket and placed them down on the coffee table. Heather looked at him curiously before glancing down at the table.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing but take that stuff and get out of here,” she said.

      “What, you don’t have time for some old friends?” he asked cheerfully.

      “Please, just leave.”

      Cain was still in the kitchen, listening to the entire conversation, and was beginning to worry about his new friend. She didn’t sound particularly pleased to have him in her apartment and he didn’t appear to be leaving anytime soon. He assumed she asked him to stay in the kitchen because she didn’t want him to get involved in it. With each passing second of Tommy’s bullying, Cain grew  wearier of his presence. Another minute elapsed and Cain had heard all he could stomach. He couldn’t stand bullies, especially when it was a woman involved. He emerged from the kitchen to the surprise of Tommy, who smiled as he looked over to Heather.

      “Got a little something happenin’ on the side, Heather?” he asked.

      “Shut up,” she replied.

      “I believe the lady would like you to go,” Cain said.

      “She ain’t no lady. Listen, buddy, just go back in the kitchen and mind your business,” Tommy warned. “And maybe I won’t bust you up some.”

      Cain didn’t feel at all threatened by the burly man and continued to walk in his direction. Heather quickly looked at both of the men before her and tried to diffuse the situation before it got out of hand.

      “Tommy, please just go,” Heather said.

      She put her hand on Tommy’s arm to persuade him to leave but he shoved it aside. Cain kept walking closer to his adversary, who also wasn’t about to back down. He looked like he was in good shape but Tommy had been pitted against plenty of guys who were in good shape but couldn’t take the power of his punches.

      “I really don’t want to have an altercation with you,” Cain told him. “But the lady asked you to go several times. I do believe it’s best if you take her advice.”

      Tommy simply laughed at Cain’s suggestion. He felt the implied threat Cain was giving him was just some tough guy bravado, and he didn’t have the stones to back it up. Cain, on the other hand, was ready to toss the meathead out the door. He wasn’t itching to fight, but could tell that the bald bruiser in front of him wouldn’t have it any other way. Heather tried one more time to separate the pair, but it was falling on deaf ears.

      “Matthew, please don’t,” she said.

      “I’m not doing anything. If he leaves then there’s no problem,” Cain replied.

      Heather looked up at him and sighed knowing there was nothing else she could do. She worried that one of them was going to get seriously hurt. She was fearful of Cain getting injured, and though she didn’t personally care for Tommy, she didn’t want Cain to get in any kind of trouble for anything he might do. Just as she turned around to face Tommy once more, he shoved her out of the way, pushing her into the wall. That gave Tommy the distraction he needed to catch Cain by surprise. He stunned Cain with a couple of big right hands, causing Cain to stumble backwards. After Cain regained his composure, he blocked a couple of Tommy’s blows, countering with a few of his own. Cain quickly got the upper hand using a combination of strikes and kicks to get Tommy off balance. Cain unleashed some moves that he didn’t even know he had in his arsenal. Now Tommy was the one trying to stave off his attacker, albeit unsuccessfully. Using a combination of punches, MMA holds, and kickboxing maneuvers, Cain had Tommy in a world of hurt. A few minutes of brutality elapsed with Cain showing no mercy on the thug lying before him. He bounced Tommy’s head off the floor a few times with his punches.

      Heather shook off the pain from hitting her head against the wall and watched as Cain continued his assault. Tommy was bleeding profusely from his nostrils, along with the bridge of it, which by now was broken. Blood was pouring out of cuts from above his right eye and both sides of his mouth. He coughed up a few teeth and was certain to lose consciousness any minute. Cain was showing no mercy and Heather was getting concerned about the carnage she was witnessing.

      “Cain, stop!”

      It was no use. She yelled a few more times for him to stop but he didn’t hear a word of it. He was in such a zone that he had blocked everything out. There could’ve been trumpets playing behind him and he wouldn’t have heard a single note. Heather worried that Cain was going to kill Tommy unless she stopped him. She was a little afraid of getting in the way and possibly catching some of Cain’s wrath but felt she had no other choice. She raced in between the two men, catching hold of Cain’s right arm in the process.

      “Stop,” she told him.

      Cain immediately snapped out of whatever trance he was in, noticing the concerned look on her face. He released his curled up fist and dropped his arm, signaling the end of his confrontation. He slowly backed away, his face showing remorse for the amount of pain he just inflicted. He walked over to the window and reflected on what he’d just done. He was reminded of it by the blood stained on his knuckles. He was sure that Heather would think he was a monster now, and he wasn’t sure if she’d be wrong. He realized he took it too far.

      Heather had taken the next few minutes to get Tommy somewhat stable and help him back on his feet. She was sure he had some broken bones and probably a concussion. She wasn’t really as concerned about his well-being since he was a major jerk, but didn’t want anyone dying because of her. As soon as he was able to stand on his feet, she hurried him to the door to prevent any other problems. Not that Tommy was looking for anything since he now knew that his opponent could easily have killed him and was not close to being a match for him.

      “You can consider yourself done,” Tommy painfully whispered. “You’ll never work again in this town as long as I can help it.”

      “Just go,” Heather replied, shoving him out the door.

      She knew he wasn’t just giving an idle threat. He was connected to all the owners of the major clubs and would badmouth her to the point where she’d have to work in run down joints that hardly paid anything of substance. She closed the door behind him and sighed heavily as she wondered what she’d do now. Cain turned around to face her, somewhat shamefully, as he waited for her to snap at him. She looked at him a little differently now, seeing what was inside him, as opposed to just half an hour before that when it didn’t seem like he was capable of such a vicious beating. Neither person said a word, both waiting for the other to start the conversation, as Heather slowly walked to the couch. She sat down, still not quite believing what she just witnessed. Cain could see the hesitation she now had with him and attempted to alleviate her fears.

      “I, uh,” he started. “I apologize.”

      Heather didn’t respond. She wanted to, but just didn’t know what to say. She leaned on her side, with her hand on her head, her arm being supported by the couch. She looked at him and could see how remorseful he was. He didn’t look like a man who was proud of what he’d just done.

      “If you’re having second thoughts about anything, you don’t have to worry,” Cain said. “I’ll let Sanders know I told you to stay away. He won’t give you any problems.”

      “Sanders is the least of my problems now,” she said with a laugh. “Tommy was right. He knows all the major players in this town. He’ll make sure I don’t work again. Looks like I’m unemployed now.”

      “I truly am sorry.”

      Cain was certain Heather didn’t want to be near him anymore and started to make his way toward the door.

      “Hey,” Heather shouted.

      “Yeah?” Cain replied, turning around.

      “I really wasn’t worried about him. I was worried about you.”

      “I wasn’t in any danger.”

      “I know. That’s what I was worried about. You made it look so easy.”

      Cain nodded and turned back around to head for the door. He put his hand on the knob before Heather stopped him again.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “Back to my place.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like me.”

      “You still…” Cain started to say.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she responded, trying to calm his fears. “I know you were only trying to protect me. And I really am thankful and grateful for that.”

      Cain nodded in reply, not wanting to actually say words in response.

      “The fact is that nobody’s ever defended me like that before, or at all really,” she stated. “It felt kind of good that you were there to protect me. I just got kind of scared at how far you were taking it.”

      “I guess once I got caught up in things…” Heather interrupted him before he could complete his thought.

      “It’s OK. You don’t have to explain anything. Really, you don’t.”

      “OK,” he relented.

      “I guess I saw what makes you so valuable to Sanders, huh?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Where’d you learn all those moves?” she asked.

      “To be honest, I have no idea. An hour ago I didn’t even realize I could do some of those things.”

      “Well, just give me a few more minutes to pack and I’ll be all ready,” she said.

      Heather went back into the bedroom to finish up as Cain sat down to wait for her. A few minutes later she emerged with a rolling suitcase and a duffel bag. As they left the apartment Heather wondered if she’d ever come back to it. She really didn’t have many ties to it and intentionally kept the place devoid of too many personal items. They kept talking once they were in the cab as they drove back to Cain’s apartment.

      Heather sighed. “I hate all the traffic in this city.”

      “Isn’t this normal?”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. The Rangers play tonight so it’s gonna be even worse since it’s a playoff game.”

      “Oh.”

      “You like hockey?”

      “Who? Me? I love hockey,” Cain said. “That’s a silly question. Why would you even ask that?”

      “Have you even watched a game before?”

      “Seriously? I feel a little insulted now,” he joked. “Questioning my hockey knowledge.”

      “When was the last game you went to?” Heather insisted.

      “Uh, well, you know, it’s been a while.”

      “Who played?” she asked, smiling.

      “It was, uh… the Rangers,” he paused. “And the… Devils. The Devils, that’s right.”

      “You have no idea, do you?”

      “Well, you know… I have that whole memory thing going on right now.”

      They both looked at each other and burst out laughing.

      “We should go to a game sometime,” Heather said.

      “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      Once they got back to Cain’s apartment, Heather put some of her things away. Once she finished she went into the living room, sitting on a chair. Cain still felt bad about what transpired at her apartment and wondered what he could do to make it up to her.

      “You know, I was thinking that maybe it’s a good idea if you didn’t go back to your apartment for a little while,” Cain said.

      “Why?”

      “I dunno. Just in case your friends come back around for some reason. I’d feel better if you didn’t go back.”

      “Where am I supposed to go?” she asked.

      “Well, you could stay here for a few weeks.”

      “That’s really nice of you… but I couldn’t impose on you like that.”

      “You’re not imposing. I’d like you to stay. Besides, it’s kind of my fault about what happened. I wouldn’t want to worry about you staying there by yourself.”

      “You’d worry about me?” Heather asked, a little amazed.

      “Yeah. I would.”

      “Well, I guess I could stay a couple weeks. I mean, just until I get a new job and find a new place. Luckily I only have two months to go on the lease so I’m not losing out too much.”

      “So, if you can’t keep, uh, doing what you’re doing,” Cain started, “then what’re you gonna do? Move somewhere else?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe I’ll actually try to find a real job. It’s kinda scary not having a job.”

      “Well, like I said, you can stay here as long as it takes.”
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