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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Shooting pool all by yourself can be fun for a little while, but it gets boring in the end, and I had been doing it for two days in a row now. Boring! All I knew was that this was where the recruiter was likely to show up. I hoped that my platinum blond hair and my innocent blue eyes would be enticing enough for him to hit on me; otherwise, I would have to find another way to get in.

      But wait a minute—you have no idea what this is all about, right? And you may be wondering what blond hair and blue eyes I’m blabbering about when you know very well that my hair is light brown and I have (beautiful, if you ask me) green eyes. I guess I’d better start from the beginning.

      The last you heard from me, I had agreed to join Mission Ark (MARK to friends), which runs an operation from a lovely tiny island in the Canaries that shall remain nameless. MARK fights a bitter war against a shady organization secretly supported by some countries, which has a mission to find and kill every telepath on earth, me included. The island’s facility is run by an unassuming middle-aged man named Jacob; he was the one who offered me a job.

      That was two months ago, and since then, I had already been on a mission to save a telepath on which the killers were closing in. As you may know, telepaths tend to hide and distrust others; it comes from being a potential victim and the target of blind hate. That’s why saving this telepath was uphill work in this case. I found him quickly enough, but I had to work hard to convince him that he was in danger. I eventually managed to earn his trust and slip away with him before the assassins got to us, but it had been a close call. I took him to the island, where he would be given a new identity and a new place to live, somewhere safer than before. We call that “recycling” here. When you are recycled, you get a new name and a new identity, as well as financial support to get you settled down in a new location. But that is not a permanent solution. It only means that you go back into hiding and try to live a reasonably good life until you must run away again. That’s if you’re lucky; the less lucky ones get killed.

      Jacob was ecstatic that I had been successful on my first mission. He introduced me to Susan, who bore the somewhat vague title of “Head of Operations.” MARK doesn’t have a chain of command that is entirely clear to me, but perhaps that’s on purpose.

      Susan was a middle-aged woman, a bit overweight but not obese. She had black hair and matching black eyes that weren’t cold but not warm either. She spoke slowly, as if each word had to pass inspection before leaving her mouth, and she had a slight accent that I could not place.

      “I’m mad,” was the first thing I told her as we met.

      “What or who are you mad at?” she asked.

      “I’m angry because all we do is run away. This may go on forever, us running and running and not getting anywhere. We’re staying alive, but what kind of life is that?”

      Susan smiled. The room in which we met had a beautiful wooden table with matching chairs. A teapot and cups were on the table. The china was thin, delicate, and obviously expensive, and it really looked as if it didn’t belong there.

      “Sit down, Tessa, and let me pour you some tea. You’re preaching to the choir.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I sat down, and Susan poured tea for me, taking time to answer. Jacob stood unobtrusively aside, sipping his tea while gazing out the window.

      “You are exceptional, Tessa. You’re powerful and experienced, and despite being so young, you have already gotten yourself single-handedly out of life-threatening situations that most people would not survive. If our character analysis is right, which it usually is, the need to be proactive burns in you. You don’t take adversities lying down; you confront them. That’s why I think that you won’t shy away from danger if it’s for the good of the cause. Am I right?”

      “That is all very flattering, but it seems to me that you’re about to tell me something I will not like. Why don’t you stop beating about the bush and give it to me?”

      Don’t tell me I was being cheeky with my superior. First of all, I don’t give a shit about ranks; I never did. And besides, that’s who I am—a plain-speaking girl—and I like new people I meet to know that upfront.

      “All right, let’s cut to the chase, then,” said Susan, nodding in assent. “We are escalating our war for survival. We no longer want to be passive and only run away; we want to be proactive.”

      “When you say, ‘our war,’ does that mean you’re a telepath, too? I know that Jacob is not one of us, and still, he works here.”

      “Why does that matter? Different people have different reasons for working with MARK.”

      “It matters because things are entirely different for a telepath than for a non-telepath. If you are a ‘normal’ person, you can return to your normal life when things go south. But for a telepath, there is no ‘normal.’ We are not running the same kind of risk, which is a factor I need to consider when I have to make decisions based on input from you.”

      “You’re right, and you have the right to know. Yes, I am a telepath, but only a very weak one. I cannot control when telepathy happens … but you could have checked that yourself.”

      “I have this stupid code I go by that forces me never to read someone who’s on my side without permission.”

      “That’s very commendable, and I appreciate it. Now let’s go back to business.”

      “Let’s,” I agreed. I really wanted to know what she had in mind. If it were something more creative than running away all the time, I wanted to hear it. “But first, you said, ‘we are escalating,’ and I’d like to know who the ‘we’ to whom you refer are.”

      “MARK has a council established by people who support and fund us for various reasons. Some are closet telepaths, and others have family members who are. They are powerful people, and thank God for their support,” Susan said. “Without them, MARK would not exist.”

      “Hmm, you can’t be less specific than that, but it will do for now,” I said.

      “All right, let’s go back to the point,” said Susan. “It is true that the assassin’s squads are sanctioned by governmental bodies, but to run them, they need lots of money, and that kind of funding cannot be hidden in government budgets without having questions asked. What happens is that big money doesn’t come from the governments but from a few wealthy people who fund the operation. Those billionaires operating in different countries have come together to provide the money. They like to call themselves ‘investors,’ the bastards.”

      “But then, doesn’t this make it even more difficult for us?” I wondered. “I was hoping that someone in government might investigate and put a stop to all this. But if the money doesn’t come from the government, even if they decide to cut funds and close departments, the operation can go on privately.”

      “You’re absolutely right, and that’s why we need to go after the money. We don’t know for sure, but we believe that the so-called ‘investors’ are only five, so if we can get rid of them and the funding goes away, we have won.”

      “Meaning that the plan is to find and kill them all?” I was excited at the prospect of doing something to end this nightmare, but a bit less excited at the thought that I was apparently about to be asked to be an assassin again. I say “again” because it seems that people are always trying to convince me to use my powers to kill people, and somehow, I end up killing them, whether I like it or not (I usually don’t). But I’m no killer; I’ve had to kill in self-defense, but I can’t envision myself killing in cold blood. I’m weak in that sense, but that’s how I like myself. I hope to have many years ahead of me, during which I will see myself in the mirror, and I want to like what I see there.

      “Not necessarily,” Susan said, brushing the question aside. “We need them neutralized whichever way. While I would have no qualms about killing each of them with my bare hands, it may be better for us to come up with other options. Some of them may be involved in shady businesses, which can land them in jail. There may also be other ways of handling them, like ruining their business, so they no longer have the money to fund the operation.”

      “What would I have to do?”

      “As I said, we need to hunt them down and neutralize them one by one. That involves executing some pretty complex and dangerous plans, and I don’t know in all of MARK anyone better qualified for that than you. But as I said, that kind of work is dangerous.”

      My excitement was growing. That was the stuff that I wanted to do. It was my opportunity to do something positive that might resolve our situation and give me a future to look forward to. The vision of a time when I could go back home and meet family and friends flashed before my eyes. I blinked to make it disappear; letting your wishful thinking meld with reality never pays. Still, I was entirely on board with working toward that ideal future.

      “The hunted becomes the hunter. I like that. Screw the danger! Tell me what to do,” I said.

      “I knew it,” said Jacob with his low, musical voice. I had almost forgotten that he was there. I turned to look at him and found him smiling a broad smile at me.
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      Life on the island wasn’t bad at all—plenty of time for working on my tan and great food. Since I was part of the team now, I also got paid a small salary, and that was a good thing because all I had on me when I had left my former life was my skin, if you don’t count the clothes I had borrowed from a friend. The resort that was the façade for our operation stood on a cliff, a little apart from a lovely, sleepy village. The shops there were colorful, but they sold outfits that must have gone out of fashion long before I was born. Still, I managed to find a couple of decent blue jeans and a few flimsy tops—enough to feel that I was starting a new wardrobe.

      And then Robbie was on the island too. I told you about him before, didn’t I? We had fled from the murder squad and arrived on the island together, but I had cut him since. Why was I mad at him, you ask? Well, first of all, I had saved his ass, and he wasn’t showing me much gratitude. It really maddens me when people take extraordinary feats for granted. Rescuing him involved helping him escape after he had been arrested by local police, who were about to turn him over to the feds, who actually were the murder squad that was after us. Doing that involved no little danger to myself and others with me, and it would have been nice if he had brought this up occasionally. Apparently, having said “thanks” once, he felt that he had paid his moral debt. And then, he had been insensitive when a friend of mine was murdered by that bitch, Barb, or whatever her real name was. In my previous life, when I was still working for the government, Barb and I were supposed to be on the same side; only she wasn’t and had revealed herself as a high-ranking member of the operation bent on terminating all telepaths. I still had her on my to-do list as someone who had to pay for her sins.

      After returning from my first mission, I had been nicer to Robbie but distant. I was still pissed at him, but he was the only soul my age there, and I am a social animal, after all. Anyway, the evening after my talk with Susan, I felt restless. I needed company, so of course, I thought of Robbie. Susan had said that we should meet again the next day, and then she would give me a lot more information. I don’t like waiting when I know that things are about to happen; I get fidgety and all itchy to go into action, so I need a distraction.

      The area occupied by the resort is not that huge, and it takes me less than half an hour to walk its entire perimeter. I did so now, but Robbie was nowhere to be seen, so my next visit was to the gym, and bingo, there he was, lifting weights. You wouldn’t tell it by looking at him when he’s not working out, but his abs and biceps are well worth checking out, so I stood at the door, leaning against the wall, and watched them twitch.

      “Tessa …” Robbie said when he finally noticed me. He was panting a little, and I saw with pleasure that he was trying to hide it. I like it when people try to look better to impress me; it’s fun to watch. It also means that I have the edge over them.

      “Why, I didn’t know that you lifted weights with your hands,” I teased him, “I thought that you would be doing that with your mind.”

      I should explain that Robbie was not a telepath, but he had a unique ability of sorts. His ability was levitation—if you don’t know the word, it means that he can make things float in the air with his mind. But weird as that is, it’s not really a gift in practice because it packs no punch. When he demonstrated it to me, all he managed to do was lift a beer bottle that I easily kept in my hand against his attempts to free it.

      “Very funny,” he said. He returned the weight he was using to its place and walked up to me. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Oh, nothing much. This island is a mortuary, and I was thinking that you might have dinner with me just so I have someone to talk to who is a bit younger than a hundred, you know.”

      “I can do that,” he said, attempting a smile, “I do talk.”

      “Good. At seven?”

      “Seven it is, but only if you promise to join me for a swim afterward.”

      “I didn’t say that conditions were allowed,” I pointed out.

      I was excited about the idea, though. A night swim was something I hadn’t done in an awfully long time, and the thought tickled me.

      “Come on! The nights are warm, and the water is great. You’ll enjoy it,” Robbie pleaded.

      “Hmm, I’ll take that under advisement, as Joseph likes to say.”

      “So, it’s a yes?” he pressured me for an answer.

      “It’s not a ‘no,’” I conceded.

      “I’ll make do with that for the time being,” he said.

      “Seven sharp; be on time,” I said, and I thought it a good line on which to exit.
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        * * *

      

      We usually took our dinners in the small restaurant where I had had my first breakfast with Jacob the morning after my arrival on the island, that is, if we didn’t prefer a takeaway from the kitchen, which I often did. The restaurant had a spacious inner room, a small private room, and a veranda with five little round tables. When I arrived at twenty-past-seven, Robbie was pacing the porch nervously. It is never too soon to start taming your date, so I never planned to be on time. And yes, it was a date, if you hadn’t realized it. Our table was already set with a lighted candle, water, and stuff. They treated us well on the island; I had to hand that to them—sometimes so well that, for a second, it felt like I really was on vacation. We sat at the table, and I waited for Robbie to speak.

      “You left the island. I didn’t know if you were coming back,” Robbie said at last as if he was continuing a previous conversation.

      One of MARK’s rules was that you only knew what you needed to know. Robbie hadn’t needed to know that I was leaving for a mission or that I would come back if I didn’t get myself killed in the process, so he hadn’t been told.

      “Did that bother you?” I asked.

      “I … well, you know … I mean, you didn’t say goodbye.”

      I couldn’t help laughing.

      “You’re funny,” I said, and I saw his face fall, so I hastened to explain. “I mean, I know what you wanted to say; it just came out funny.”

      “I’m not so good at talking,” he muttered.

      “Can I read you? Sometimes things are clearer in your head.”

      “Do you need my permission to read me? You didn’t ask my permission when I was under arrest.”

      “That was an emergency. I don’t read people I’m friends with unless I have their permission.”

      “So, we’re friends—that’s an improvement. You have my permission; go ahead and read me.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, cupped my hand over his to get a better reading experience, and in a split second, I was in his head. I liked what I saw there, both what he was thinking right then and what he had in mind for later. I let go of his mind and opened my eyes.

      “I’m done reading. We don’t need to talk about that anymore. Tell me a bit about your past.”

      Robbie looked relieved that I had changed the subject; he was more relaxed than I’d seen him before. He told me about his life. Levitation is a much more common occurrence than you would think. It often happens during puberty, and that is what happened to Robbie. Things started to detach themselves from the walls on his thirteenth birthday and fly around whenever he went into the kitchen. He had grown up in a tough neighborhood. His family was from Jamaica, and they were superstitious. They didn’t understand the physical phenomena that may happen to a young boy who is growing up. His parents didn’t look upon it scientifically—they got scared and decided that he had to be exorcised. They sent him away under the care of a priest who undertook to perform the exorcism. When he started to tell me about what the priest did, I stopped him.

      “You don’t have to go there if remembering it pains you, and I can tell it does. Perhaps you can tell me about it some other time.”

      “Yes, some other time,” he said, and I saw he was relieved.

      Robbie learned to control his power, and now pans and ladles don’t fly off the walls when he walks into a kitchen unless he wants them to. He ran away from the priest and lived in the streets for a while until he met someone who knew about MARK and took him to his foster parent, where he lived until we met.

      Telling his story had left Robbie pensive. I was also musing now that I had seen a little more about who Robbie was below the thin layer of thoughtlessness. We finished our dinner without speaking much. We made a few desultory comments about the food, the breeze, the mosquitoes, anything to avoid the charged silence into which we had fallen. I was happy when dinner was over.

      “So, what’s your verdict on the night swim?” he inquired.

      “I’d love to go swimming with you,” I said, and I meant it.

      We got up and were about to leave, but Robbie stopped.

      “Perhaps you want to change into your swimsuit here? You can use the restaurant’s bathroom.”

      “I haven’t taken a swimsuit with me,” I said.

      “But you can’t swim with your clothes on,” he said.

      “I’m not planning to,” I said with an innocent smile.

      Apparently, Robbie realized what I had just said and had no more objections. He led me out and down to the beach without backchat. I didn’t need to read his mind to know what was going through it.

      Swimming in the warm, calm water was soothing and refreshing, and Robbie’s company was too.
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        * * *

      

      I opened a half eye when the morning sun’s rays began to play with my room’s curtains and danced on my face. Robbie was standing next to my bed, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, and gazing down at me.

      “I’m going for my morning jogging,” he said.

      I grabbed a pillow and pulled it onto my face to hide the intrusive morning light.

      “Go away, and don’t come back, you freak! Who jogs at this hour? It’s not even morning yet,” I said, turning my back to him. I’m not against jogging. In fact, when I can make the time, I run 5 miles every day, but I need eight hours of sleep first. Besides, I’m grumpy before breakfast, and I can’t stand people who are energetic and cheerful before I’ve had a chance to brush my teeth.

      Robbie left and closed the door silently behind him. I wondered for a second before falling asleep again if he had taken me seriously about not coming back. I hoped he hadn’t.
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      When I finally got up and completed my morning routine, I felt restless. I get this feeling in my tummy when I’m like that, a nagging sensation that I need to do something. I don’t know if it was my night with Robbie or the expectation of my meeting with Susan, but I found myself thinking about things and people I had tried hard to avoid thinking about lately. I’m not one for wistful longings; I very much prefer to look at the future and the challenges ahead, but that morning I seemed unable to stop that train of thought.

      I hadn’t thought of Liv for a while and felt awful for it. Sweet Liv! She was one of the few people I found myself unreservedly loving. Once, I had told a boy I liked, and who liked me a bit too much, that I don’t do love. He had thought me crazy, but he was a telepath, and I had let him “feel” what that sensation meant in my head, so he had understood. Well, Liv was an exception to that rule, and I was paying the price for it. When she understood that the government meant to use her as bait to catch me, she cut her ties with me altogether to keep me safe. I wondered if she was still working with the ESA. ESA stands for Extra-Sensory Agency, in case you’ve forgotten. I had shut Liv out of my thoughts until now, but after recalling her face, I simply had to make sure that she was okay, even if only for a moment.

      I was sitting on the veranda, drinking coffee, and enjoying a cool breeze from the sea, in my most relaxed frame of mind, which does wonders for telepathic connections. I closed my eyes and thought about Liv, and bang! A second later, I was in her head, and through her eyes, I saw a handsome man I had never seen before. They were talking, standing in line for tickets or something, and her eyes fell on a sign that said, “The Louvre.” Liv was in Paris; good for her! And the gorgeous man she had with her was holding her hand. Had she married? Was she on a honeymoon to Europe? I would have to find out, but not right then, when I was feeling a pang of jealousy. I knew I shouldn’t be jealous and should be happy for her, and I was. She looked glowing, and that was all that mattered.

      People move on, and that’s a good thing. I thought for a moment of Tom—the sweet Secret Service agent with the soul of a little boy. I didn’t need to check on him; I was sure he would be all right. Besides, since he had helped me out of a bad situation in Switzerland—a long story, no time for it now—we had become friends, but that was all there was to it: friendship. I’m sure he had missed me for a while, but he was a simple mind, and I bet he had found new interests to keep him busy.

      Then my thoughts turned to my family—my parents, my brother, and my sister—and I felt ashamed that I had left them last on my list. But then, I always tried to keep them out of my thoughts. There was no way I could get in touch with them because I was sure that they were under constant surveillance. The government was undoubtedly still doing all it could to catch me. Oh, well … I never fret over things I can’t change.
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