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Chapter 1: A Controller Awakens 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Tuesday, April 1, 2003, in Jeffersonville, Indiana, when Sheldon Parker Stiles, age thirteen, discovered he had the power to make people do anything he wanted. Even kill for him. An April Fools’ Day he would remember. 
 
    His kind was about to redefine free will for humanity.  
 
    The frequently picked-on and bullied youngster had finally reached the pinnacle of middle school, as an eighth-grader. He was now an upperclassman, and thus had fewer older kids to taunt him. Even his peers had gotten bored with insulting him, and the diminished number of smart-aleck retorts from him had eased their desire to retaliate. 
 
    Like his peers, he’d been undergoing the typical signs of puberty, with his changing and cracking voice, wisps of pubic hair, blackheads, splotchy skin on his face, and erections when he looked at the already more developed girls in his school. He was mentally unaware of the biochemicals flowing within his blood and body, of the usual hormones and testosterone changes. But he felt other changes. His brain had been producing a gonadotropin-releasing hormone, triggering his pituitary gland to release additional hormones. The cascade had already passed a threshold. 
 
    For a month, these chemicals had been stimulating the production of proteins from two copies of extremely rare alleles he’d inherited from his parents. A small, previously unrecognized structure in his brain was growing in his cerebral cortex, at the juncture of three lobes. The Frontal Lobe, involved in decision-making, problem-solving, and planning. The Parietal Lobe, which processes sensory information, and the Temporal Lobe, which processes emotional responses, memory, and speech. 
 
    The confluence of genetics and hormones had activated a rare genetic potential, seldom expressed, but which could convey a survival advantage to its bearer. With a single copy of the allele, Stiles would be one out of tens of millions of the world population. With two copies of these alleles, one on the X chromosome, one on the Y chromosome, he represented perhaps one out of seventy-five million people. Had they both remained recessive, he would never have reached his full potential. But as co-dominant, they would alter his entire future, and the direction humanity would be forced to take. 
 
    He’d gradually acquired an exceptionally rare ability, of which he was completely unaware because it was latent. This additional brain structure, even if not fully active, had the potential to change the life he was otherwise destined to lead. People would dislike him, but some of them would listen to him and accept his leadership. The the new organ produced mild peripheral effects even if inactive.     
 
      As a result, he was feeling more in control of personal interactions. He seemed to have increased influence on everyone he had interacted with over the past few weeks. Kids, even teachers, who had rarely heeded his opinions, were more often agreeing with him or changing their minds on subjects about which they had previously disagreed. He assumed they were listening now, and the logic of his opinions was changing their minds. 
 
    That trait, if it remained latent as it was, would have been of benefit, helping him to convince others to follow his advice, to respect his words, helping to turn him into a weak leader. Not necessarily a good or admirable leader, but someone that others followed. To become something more, to be a dominant force, he needed an additional push. It came in the form of a literal push, followed by a beating. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles was taking his new detour home from school, to avoid two high school antagonists that lived on a street that was on his most direct route home. He lived about a mile from his Jeffersonville, Indiana middle school, so he didn’t qualify for free school bus transportation. However, a nearby high school, which he would attend next year, had students sprinkled along the route he had traversed for much of the last three years. A former middle schooler, some bully two years ahead of him, lived on that street, and after having moved on to other kids to taunt, had ignored Stiles when he passed down his street. Until a family with a new kid moved onto the same block in March, and he registered as a freshman at the high school.  
 
    Sophomore Dwayne Pickling, himself once teased about his last name, assumed the dominant role of mentor to the new boy, who had the unfortunate nickname of Grub. Grady Blanchard, trying to fit in at a new school in mid-session, became Pickling’s sycophant, because the older boy sympathized with his unflattering nickname, having just shed his nickname of “Pickle.” 
 
    They agreed that kids were cruel shits, unaware of the irony that they were cruel shits themselves. Grub felt the need to show Dwayne he was also clever, and unafraid to speak his mind and stand up to “outsiders.” A few weeks ago, he chose scrawny Stiles as a target for his insults. He didn’t fare well in that battle of wits. 
 
    Grub decided to taunt Stiles about his thin, almost gaunt frame. It was true, he was thin, but a growth spurt made him taller than Grub, who had the build of R2D2. Shorter than average, stocky, homely, with red hair and freckles. His hair was styled with a flat top, to make him appear an inch taller. 
 
    He’d called out from the porch stoop at Dwayne’s house, aiming what he thought was an on-target and funny remark at Stiles, who was walking past with a heavy book bag on his back.  “Hey Bones, you look like a hunchbacked skeleton.” At least Pickling laughed. 
 
    Smart and clever, Stiles had forgotten the rule that had made his teasers ease off on him in middle school. He had learned to ignore them, but not this time.  
 
    “That’s funny, coming from a short dumb fireplug. Your face looks red. Do grubs suck pickles?” Stupid insults, but it stung Grub, and got back at his former tormentor for laughing.  
 
    That led to a near fistfight, two on one, until Mrs. Pickling called out through the screen door. “Dwayne, you get into another fight, and your father and I will ground your butt for a month.” 
 
    She saved Stiles then, and after that day he went a couple of blocks out of his way to avoid a repeat encounter. The mother wouldn’t always be there to save his bacon.  
 
    Today, he walked by a weed-covered vacant lot, where a family-owned neighborhood produce store had burned down, and the debris had been bulldozed into a central pile back from the sidewalk, for eventual removal. That was where they set the ambush. 
 
    Grub came from around the back of a parked van just as Stiles passed by, and grabbing the book bag he shoved the skinny boy forward and to the right, using his dense mass and low center of gravity to keep him moving. The two of them broke through a screen of tall, thin weeds between the sidewalk and debris pile.  
 
    Pickling was there waiting, and the two larger boys forced Stiles around the side of the pile of broken concrete blocks and scorched wood scraps. They ripped his backpack off and tossed it aside, and shoved him against the brick wall of the adjacent building. The weeds served as a partial screen from the street, as did a board fence at the rear of a house that faced the next street over.  
 
     Stiles rattled off a string of frightened pleas. “Please, leave me alone. What do you want? I wasn’t bothering you.”   
 
    Grub asked in a nasty tone, “You ain’t got no snappy comeback this time, do you? Ya skinny shit head.”  
 
    Pickling had a contribution to make, which answered the question of what they wanted. “Hey Grub, why don’t you see if the bag of bones can take a gut punch?”   
 
    A short, thick arm slammed a meaty fist into Stiles solar plexus, doubling him over, knocking his wind out, sending him to his knees with that gasping sound one makes when they can’t draw in any air.  
 
    “Knock him over,” Pickling suggested. 
 
    A hard shove from Grub’s foot put Stiles on his left side, in a fetal position, still sucking for a breath of air. He was terrified, aware he was alone with them, and out of sight of possible passersby. He got a few seconds to gulp a half lungful despite the spasms of his diaphragm.  
 
    He wasted that air when he said, “I’m sorry. You win.” 
 
    “Screw you asshole, you lose,” Pickling told him. “And you ain’t as sorry as you’re gonna be, is he Grub?” Pickling was the instigator, but Grub was his means of delivery, thus keeping his own hands clean.  
 
    “Nope. What do we do to him next?” 
 
    “Sit on him, smack him in the face. See if it turns red like he said yours was.” 
 
     That reminder angered the red-haired kid, who shoved Stiles onto his back and he sat roughly on his abdomen, trying to push the other boy’s hands and arms away from covering his face. He slipped one hard smack through his defenses, across Stiles upper face, which left his eyes watering and unable to see for a moment. Adrenaline was rushing through his system, and he assumed another smack was coming, so he blindly shoved the heel of his right hand up to ward it off, unwittingly striking Grub in his blunt nose, drawing blood.  
 
    There was an instant string of curse words as the boy grasped his injured nose and swore what he was going to do to Stiles now. Probably angry hyperbole, but to Stiles, it sounded like real threats, and he was desperate to escape or to stop the beating he knew was coming, and his flight or fight response was in full effect. His adrenaline spiked, and combined with his already hormone laden bloodstream; a biomolecular switch activated the new organ in his brain.  
 
    Distantly, Stiles heard Pickling say, “Kick the shit out of him Grub, stomp his skinny ass.”  
 
    Grub needed to get up to do that, but upon rising, he grabbed a handkerchief to apply to his nose, which wasn’t bleeding much after all. But the sight of his blood pissed him off because he didn’t look as tough as he’d wanted Pickling to think he was, with this punk drawing first blood.  
 
    He kicked at Stiles, his boot toe connecting with his thigh, but it wasn’t a hard kick. He drew his foot back as Pickling urged him on. “Kick his guts out. Stomp him good.” 
 
    “Stop!” Stiles screamed desperately at his assailant, with force, just as Grub’s foot started to swing towards his ribs. 
 
    Amazingly, the thick leg, with its heavy soled boot, froze halfway to its target, stopping so quickly that Grub stumbled a step, and was forced to slam his foot down to catch himself. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Pickling complained. “He’s afraid of you. Show him who’s boss.” 
 
    Grub was silent and stood motionless where he was when he put his foot down.  
 
    “You were going to impress me, man! What happened to your balls? Beat the snotty bastard to a pulp. It’s what you said you’d do. Have you chickened out?”  
 
    Pickling was in an awkward position, having bragged he’d beat Stiles up if Grub couldn’t handle the job. Except, he didn’t want to be the one in trouble when Stiles inevitably ratted them out. He needed Grub to follow through, to take the blame. 
 
    He pushed the shoulder of the motionless shorter boy, who moved his feet to keep his balance but said nothing, looking with a blank expression down at Stiles.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve turned gutless on me, man.” 
 
    Stiles knew he wasn’t out of trouble, but Grub had stopped when he yelled for him to stop. Now, the older boy was trying to provoke him into finishing the beating.  
 
    “Shut your mouth, Pickling,” he said, angry, adding, “Two on one ain’t fair. You’re both bigger than me.” Technically, he was a little taller than Grub, but he had a scrawny build and was outweighed and outmuscled by either of them. 
 
    Abruptly, he noticed Pickling’s expression, he appeared about to speak, but couldn’t seem to bring himself to do so, as if he had lockjaw. Stiles seized the opportunity to use the pause to his advantage. 
 
    “Why does he want you to do his dirty work, Grub? And he keeps calling you Grub. Did he forget your name’s Grady?” Stiles had remembered that bit of trivia and tried to use it. 
 
    With a slow blink, Grub looked at Pickling, a curious expression on his face. “You hate your nickname, why is mine OK with you?” 
 
    Stiles tried to drive them apart. “He doesn’t like you, Grady. He wants to get you in trouble.” By using his real name, Stiles thought he might get on the dumb oaf’s good side. 
 
    Pickling looked like he desperately wanted to say something in denial, but nothing came out when he couldn’t open his mouth. 
 
    “You said we were friends.” Came Grub’s challenge.  
 
    Stiles thought cynically, Right. I’m sure he thinks you’re a stupid, ugly, meathead. 
 
    Grub said something unexpected as if he heard the unspoken thoughts. “I don’t think you’re a genius either, little Pickle dick.  Your nose is so pointy the girls call you Pinocchio. And if you ever call me a meathead again, I’ll deck your ass.” 
 
    Having uttered nothing, Pickling displayed a mixture of confusion and anger but didn’t answer back. For some reason, he couldn’t open his mouth. Instead, he closed his right fist, half behind his back, where Grub couldn’t see. 
 
    “He’s gonna sucker punch you Grub,” Stiles warned. Wondering if he should try to get up, to make a run for safety. He was sorry he’d said anything aloud when Pickling glanced at him hatefully. Having the two of them fight would allow his escape, so he should have kept the warning to himself. 
 
    The fist came out of hiding, but without the element of surprise, Pickling didn’t risk a swing, content just with the threat. The boy's face contorted, as if from some internal struggle, and his jaw worked with the intensity of his need to say something. 
 
    Gaining confidence, Stiles piled it on now. “I’ve heard him call you stupid and ugly to girls in the neighborhood, Grub.” He decided that provoking a fight between them was a brilliant idea. 
 
    Pickling tried a poor imitation of a mime, shaking his head, and waving his hands palms out, in a sign of negation. Without using words, the gestures lacked conviction. As if struck mute he didn’t speak, and for some reason, he wasn’t able to open his mouth. He couldn’t speak. 
 
    “Is what he said true? I didn’t hear you say no.” Grub had his fists closed now. 
 
    This friction was too good an opportunity to pass up, with the allies now distrustful of one another. Stiles needed to encourage their split, without turning their attention back to him.     
 
    Trying what had worked before, he thought of what he wanted: Just argue with each other and let me go. 
 
    Pickling suddenly broke his silence in an explosion of denials and obscenities, while Grub continued to accuse him of calling him a stupid ugly meathead, both talking over one another, ignoring their original target. 
 
    With his rational mental faculties returning, Stiles realized that he’d never said aloud that Pickling considered Grub to be stupid and ugly. That was his own opinion of what everyone thought, and he’d mentally said that to Grub, but was afraid to speak the words aloud. Then they started arguing the instant he mentally thought they should. Their distraction was his chance to get away. 
 
    Leaving his book bag where it lay, he rose and cautiously moved towards the sidewalk, watching them in their animated argument. They were ignoring him. Amazing. 
 
    At the edge of the sidewalk, before pushing through the fringe of weeds, he tried a ridiculous experiment, ready to dash up the street if they turned on him again. Focusing on Grub, he thought, punch him in his pointy nose. 
 
    The right fist, already closed, swung up so fast that Pickling, who also had his fists clenched at his sides, never tried to block the blow, although he flinched away enough to take the punch partly on his left cheekbone rather than full-on to his nose.  
 
    Inspired, Stiles sent Pickling a thought. Call him stupid, and fall on your ass. 
 
    Falling backward, the older boy yelled, “You’re a stupid prick.” 
 
    Kick him in the groin.  
 
    It wasn’t directed to either one specifically, so both tried to kick the other, but only Grub was successful, planting his boot toe close to the other’s manhood, while his thigh caught the weak sideways kick from the prone boy.  
 
    Keeping his distance, Stiles found the feelings he experienced utterly exhilarating. Pickling was now doubled up on his right side, both hands covering his groin, so he thought specifically to Grub this time, bend over, and punch him in the face. 
 
    And he did that.  
 
    Another one. Again. Two more blows landed.  
 
    Then he thought to him, stand up and kick him in the face.  
 
    Pickling managed to shield his face, but the steel-toed boot hit his crossed forearms with a cracking sound, and the boy screamed in pain. It was music to Stiles' ears.  
 
    Stomp his head with your heel. Do it again. Again. Again. 
 
    It was like Stiles was directing an action scene in a movie.  
 
    Spit on him.  
 
    Grub hocked a noisy loogie and spat it on the bloody left side of Pickling’s head, as he lay there groaning, his hands and arms protectively wrapped around his bloody head and face.  
 
    He was about to mentally order Grub to pick up a broken cinder block and smash it onto Pickling’s skull when a woman shouted from an open rear window of the house at the back side of the vacant lot. 
 
    “I just called the police on you hooligans.” 
 
    Mind your own business, he thought towards her. She promptly pulled her head inside, but stood there by the window, watching them. Go do the dishes. She moved out of sight. 
 
    Stiles returned his attention to his perhaps temporary ally. “Grub, you’ve done a good job, and I owe you a favor, despite your punching and slapping me. I think we need to go, OK? Bring me my book bag.” 
 
    As if a spell had broken, the stocky boy smiled agreeably and said, “Sure,” suddenly calm, and he turned away from the moaning form of Pickling without a glance down, to retrieve the discarded backpack. Turning back towards Stiles, he did look down at his former friend-turned-enemy, and a puzzled expression showed he was uncertain as to what had happened.  
 
    Both of you will forget about what happened here.  
 
    All Grub did was offer a nod, and walked to Stiles to hand him the backpack. Stepping onto the sidewalk, the two of them calmly walked up the street to the next corner, Grub never looking back, and they turned towards the street where Grub and Pickling lived, several blocks away.  
 
    Making seemingly casual conversation, Stiles said, “You should wash that blood off your nose and knuckles before you get home, it would scare your mom.” 
 
    “Huh?” He seemed to notice his knuckles for the first time, but couldn’t see his face, of course. “When did I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Stiles lied, “you looked like that when I first saw you as I came up the street.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “Do you hate your nickname? Want me to call you Grady?” Pretending to be his friend seemed like a good idea. 
 
    “Nah, not if used by friends and family. It ain’t used to be mean. My mom uses it, and so does most of the rest of my family. My older brother, Anson, gave it to me when we were both small. We all call him Snake because he caught and played with one as a little kid. When I had a pet cicada grub, which I dug up in our backyard, he called me Grub, and the name stuck.” 
 
    “Funny family tradition.” 
 
    “You should meet uncle, Weinerman.” 
 
    “I’ll pass. In fact, I want to forget about this whole day, don’t you? School sucks.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Think of me as your best friend, but forget you saw me today and what happened here. The other boy nodded again in response to the silent thought and said nothing. 
 
    Stiles figured it was worth a try, to see if Grub obeyed and if he did so well after they parted ways. There was bound to be a police investigation if that lady had called them. Pickling was breathing when they left, but he’d had a severe beating. He was glad now that the women interrupted him before he told Grub to kill that asshole with a cinder block. He’d have to learn how this thought trick worked, but he remembered the exact moment this ability had activated, just as this ugly toad was about to kick in his ribs when Pickle dick told him to do it.  
 
    If this trick worked every time for anyone, he promised himself that Pickling would have a miserable time next school year, and he might not survive the full term. He wasn’t sure what to think about Grub. He’d been ready to beat him to a pulp just to please the other boy, but now he seemed truly eager to do what Stiles wanted.  
 
    Somehow, Stiles thought he was making people do things by thinking. Grub was just somebody that wanted other people’s approval, and he didn’t care who showed him respect.  
 
    He saw that Pickling had tried to resist him after being told to shut up, and he obviously had wanted to talk, but he couldn’t do so. He’d have to test this ability for range since that busybody bitch had been half of a yard away. He wondered how powerful his mental trick was, and how long would someone obey an instruction after he was gone. He’d made both boys simultaneously do what he wanted when he ordered them to kick, and then he controlled them one at a time. Was there a limit to how many he could control, and how far away? This summer might prove to be his most fun ever. He had a lot of getting even to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once home, he said hi to his mom, dropped his bag on his bed, changed into play clothes before she nagged him to do it, and he headed outside. At the door, he thought of a test to try with his mom.  
 
    Make some brownies tonight. 
 
    “Shelly, would you like some brownies for dessert?” 
 
    “That would be great mom.”  
 
    He wasn’t crazy about her using that diminutive for Sheldon, but she refused to use his middle name of Parker, which he preferred. Other kids taunted him with that nickname. 
 
    Heading for a neighborhood park a couple of blocks away, he considered some possible paybacks to try, and testing he wanted to do. 
 
    As he approached the block-sized park, he spotted Tommy Harlow, a classmate, playing a contest of burnout, throwing a baseball hard as possible between him and Ron Garfield, another classmate. They took a step closer to one another with each throw, starting from home plate and first base. It was something he’d seen them often play until they got so close, one of them was forced to duck away when the ball came blistering fast, and they couldn’t be sure of getting a glove on it in time. It was a macho contest that they dared “Shelly” to try with them and laughed when he always declined. 
 
    He watched them, from outside the chain link backstop behind home plate, kicking the red dirt impatiently as he waited until they were no more than fifteen feet apart. Ron was starting to flinch on his catches, as he often started to do at that close range because Tommy used his greater strength and his long arm, to sling a hard fastball at Ron’s chest. They moved a step closer, as Ron cocked his right arm for a return throw. 
 
    Close your eyes, Tommy.  
 
    Aim for his head, Ron. 
 
    Tommy didn’t see it coming, and he extended his glove in front of his chest for the catch, where they were supposed to aim the ball. This time, it was high, and the result was a combination crack-thump sound, as the hardball struck teeth partly exposed by Tommy’s smiling grimace, convinced that his next throwback would force Ron to back out of a contest that Tommy often won. 
 
    His scream, instantly followed by Ron’s, “Oh, shit, Man. I’m sorry,” was even better than Stiles had hoped. Tommy threw off his glove and cupped both hands over his split and bloody lips, spitting out two upper teeth along with bright red blood, into his palm.  
 
    Stiles stood there, smiling in satisfaction. Then other kids, warming up in the infield and on the edge of the outfield grass, preparing for a short game before supper, came running over to see the gore. They each offered their sincere but awed condolences concerning the lost teeth and a bloody mouth. Just the opposite of what Stiles felt. 
 
    He shouted a question through the backstop. “What’d ya do Tommy, shut your eyes?” 
 
    Everybody laugh loud, was his group command. 
 
    Twelve hearty laughs sounded between home plate and first base, and from two kids still approaching the cluster around Tommy. One boy, laughing as he belatedly came in from Center Field, unaware of what had happened, asked, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Exclaiming, “Oh!” as he saw the blood and Tommy crying. He asked, “Why’s this funny?” 
 
    Looking directly at Tommy, Stiles ordered, say you blinked too long.  
 
    Through swelling lips, with a strong lisp and sputtering blood, the boy said, “I blinked too long.” There was another round of chuckles, but it was short and uncomfortable sounding, as Tommy sobbed at what wasn’t funny to him. 
 
    Stiles suddenly found his attention focused on two boys still in left field, farthest away, who had been playing catch for their own warm up, and which hadn’t participated in the group laugh, or apparently even noticed the cluster of boys on the infield. They noticed now and started trotting closer out of curiosity. Apparently, there was a limit to how far he could reach to control other people. 
 
    They agreed to call the ballgame off as some of the boys followed Tommy to his house, a few out of genuine concern, a couple out of morbid curiosity, and the others went home.  
 
    Stiles spent a couple of hours testing his range of control, only causing minor mischief with younger kids on swing sets and playground equipment, with some of their parents watching over them. The boys close to his age at the ball field were those he’d had the most problems with through middle school, but they were gone now. 
 
    He was greeted by his dad as soon as he entered the back door when he went home for supper. “You finally been playing ball?” He saw the red dirt on his son’s sneakers, knowing the only source for that was the ball diamond in the local park. 
 
    “No, Sir. I was just running some bases,” he lied.  
 
    “I shoulda figured that. You ain’t carrying that glove I bought you. Probably can’t catch shit anyway.” Not that he’d ever offered to play catch with his son, or had ever been a sandlot player himself. He’d just hoped the boy might learn how to play a manly game with other boys, rather than sit and read, or play sissy assed video games with its fake violence.    
 
    Jethro Stiles was a wiry, hard man, not very big, and had always had a complex about his height which led him to overcompensate. He drank too much, thought his son was soft and resented his being smarter than his old man. He was embarrassed by his son, and how he looked. Sheldon took after his mousy, small boned mother.  
 
    He thought Maddie constantly spoiled and shielded him from accepting responsibility, and for his social awkwardness that left him without friends. The smell of brownies had filled the house when Jethro came home from his day on a construction site, but he didn’t appreciate the treat; he knew his wife had only made the desert for the boy, not him. Brownies went well with milk, not the usual shot of whiskey he’d poured himself, after having several beers with men from work before coming home. 
 
    The other men often talked about their wives and kids, and their sons. Stiles never mentioned his boy, in case they wanted him to show them a picture. He didn’t carry one for that reason, and the fact was he didn’t want one. Sheldon, or Shelly as his mom had renamed him, had a practically concave flat chest, and his bony stooped shoulders looked as if he was in a perpetual flinch as if ducking away from real life, as Jethro thought of him. That was despite the boy gaining a couple of inches after his most recent growth spurt. It merely made him look gaunt, and his cracking voice made his father think of some squawking long-legged bird.  
 
    When he was drunk, he’d sometimes yell insults at his wife when her timid mannerisms annoyed him, which was often, and he’d smack her around in front of the kid. He was trying to see if he’d show anger, or make a move to defend her. He’d smack the shit out of him too if he tried, but at least he’d respect his showing some spirit. 
 
    Things were going to change soon at home, but it wouldn’t be for the better, as far as Jethro was concerned. You’d think if his boy displayed confidence, some spirit, that would have finally pleased him. The coming events wouldn’t exactly represent a continuing concern for him personally. Although, it would prove to last a lifetime. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days after the genetic switch activated, as Stiles would one day describe it, a uniformed police officer knocked on the door just before supper time. Maddie answered since Jethro was in his easy chair, with a fresh highball she’d brought him. He was still grimy from work, smelling of a day’s sweat and he needed to get motivated to take his shower before eating. Sheldon was in his room, as usual, but he seemed more animated than he’d been since…, well, since ever. He had brought home a stack of library books on each of the last two days and was pouring over them. Some school project probably. 
 
    There was an indecipherable discussion at the hall door, and Maddie led the policeman into the living room. “Jethro, the police wish to talk to Sheldon.” 
 
    She gestured the officer to sit on the couch and said, “He’s in his room. I’ll go get him.” 
 
    Jethro set his glass down, curious. “I’m his old man. What’s this about? He jaywalk coming home from school or something?” He didn’t offer his name or get up for a polite greeting and a handshake. 
 
    “No, Sir. I’m Sargent Anders, and I’m investigating the beating of a boy that lives a few blocks away. We have reason to believe, from an eyewitness, that your son may have been involved in some fashion, or knows what happened. I have some questions for him if you and your wife have no objection. Or, if you prefer, we can interview at the station, with your attorney present in the morning.” 
 
    With a snort of amusement, Jethro said, “When you see Sheldon, you’ll know you’re barking up the wrong tree. He’s a kid that can’t fight his way out of a wet paper bag.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Is it all right with you for me to ask him some questions here? You’ll be present and have the right to refuse. Otherwise, we’ll need to speak to him tomorrow at the station, with your legal representative present.” 
 
    “Ha. Do we look like we keep a lawyer on retainer? Ask away.” He said the last, with a wave towards Sheldon as he entered the living room, his mother trailing behind. 
 
    Anders stood and introduced himself, with Sheldon shaking his hand as he told him his name, not appearing the least nervous. He even seemed cool and collected and sat on the other end of the couch from the Sergeant. His mother took her easy chair on the other side of the couch by her son and waited expectantly. 
 
    A notebook open, pen ready, Anders wasted little time. One look at this near stick figure of a boy, and his father’s comment now made sense. “Do you know a Grady Blanchard, nicknamed Grub?” 
 
    “Yes, by sight. Grub just moved here, and never went to my school; he’s a freshman in high school.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw or spoke to him?”  
 
    “A few weeks ago, on his street, when I was walking home from school. He and an older kid I know tried to start a fight with me after they made fun of me, and I said something back that made them mad. I started taking another street to come home, to avoid them. Why?” 
 
    “The older boy, you said you know him?”  
 
    “He was in my middle school, two years ahead of me. His nickname is Pickle. It’s from his last name, Pickering, or something like that.” 
 
    “Dwayne Pickling?” 
 
    “I guess so. We were never friends. Pickle is older than me and was a bully. Still is, since he wanted to beat me up, with that other kid named Grub to help him. Pickle’s mom told them to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Did you see them two days ago? On Duncan Street, where the produce store burned down?” 
 
    “Uh…, I walk past there each day now, because I was staying away from their street so that I wouldn’t get beat up.” 
 
    “You didn’t see them there Tuesday?” 
 
    “At that lot? No. If I had, I’d have run like Hell. I couldn’t fight them both. Did they say I was there?” He now felt uncertain. They apparently had mentioned him, despite his telling them not to remember.  
 
    “Someone beat Pickling pretty badly, breaking his jaw, giving him a serious concussion, a fractured forearm, and a broken nose. He’s still in the hospital. You had words with them a few weeks ago, and they threatened to beat you up. Did you get to Pickling first?” 
 
    Sheldon presented him with his best look of incredulity, glancing meaningfully at his unblemished skinny fists when he held them up. “What do you think?”  
 
    It’s ridiculous, he thought towards him. 
 
    Nodding, the officer made a note on his pad. 
 
    Maddie couldn’t hold her tongue; she had to defend her son. “He’s never been in a fight or caused any trouble. Did either one of them say he attacked that boy? They’re lying if they did.” 
 
    The Sergeant looked pensive, and said, “Neither of them says they can remember anything from that day. For the injured boy, I could attribute that to his concussion, but for the Blanchard boy, he might have a motive to lie, especially if he was in on the assault. But he can’t say where he was that day, or what he did. Says he has no memory of it at all. That isn’t the lie I’d expect if he was guilty.” 
 
    Jethro was almost hopeful Sheldon had done it, as improbable as it seemed, but something was missing in the tale. He’d not befuddled his mind with booze yet. “What brought you here? Why question Sheldon? They can’t blame him if they can’t remember anything. Is it the other boy's mother, the one that told them to leave my kid alone?” 
 
    Anders nodded, looking at the father. “That was part of it when we asked her who might have a grudge against her son. But it was another woman, whose house backs up to that vacant lot, who heard screaming and arguing, and she described someone resembling the Blanchard kid as being there, although her back fence prevented her from seeing Pickling laying on the ground. She reported seeing another boy over by the sidewalk, and her description matches your son.” 
 
    Jethro was incredulous, sounding almost hopeful. “She saw Sheldon help beat up this other boy?”   
 
    “No. The lady didn’t see the beating happen, and said she didn’t get a good look at that second boy because she went to wash dishes.” 
 
    Sheldon looked at the back of Ander’s head and thought forcefully. There’s nothing to this story. 
 
    Anders nodded, folded the notebook and slipped it into a breast pocket. “I can’t see any link to your boy other than that these three kids had grudges between them. Your boy certainly doesn’t look the part, and neither of them says they saw him this week. But they may be hiding something.” 
 
    He looked back at Sheldon. “I advise you to stay away from them as much as possible. If either of them approaches you, get away from them. They both have a history of school fights and have been in trouble before. Whoever administered that beating to Pickling, they came close to killing him. There was some bleeding in the brain, which could have proven fatal if that woman hadn’t warned them she’d called the police. If he lay there, unseen, and untreated for hours, possibly overnight, he might have died. Those two boys, Blanchard and Pickling, could be planning revenge if they’re faking their convenient memory loss.” 
 
    He stood, and before he made his exit, looked at Sheldon and told him, “If they threaten you, or try to force you into a fight, report it to your parents, or to your teacher or principal at your school.” 
 
    Sheldon rose also. “I’m not afraid of them, and I’m certain they won’t bother me again.” He sounded confident. That was because he knew it would be the other way around. 
 
    After the door had closed, his dad looked his son over with a skeptical eye. “I know you didn’t kick that kid’s ass, not even with a baseball bat. It was probably that Grub kid. Did you see him do it and he warned you to keep your mouth shut?” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “How about if I march your butt over to his house after supper, and have you face him? I’ll be right behind you if he wants to fight. You obviously know where he lives.” 
 
    It was his dad trying to force him, as he always phrased it, “To man up.” It pissed him off.  
 
    He looked him in the eye and told him with mental force behind the actual words, “Just sit there and finish your drink, take a shower, then hit the sack early. You aren’t hungry anyway.” 
 
    Maddie couldn’t suppress her small gasp of fear, but Jethro took a swallow of his whiskey, and told her forcefully, “I ain’t hungry. That slop you made spoiled my appetite. I’ll get a good night’s sleep after I shower, and eat a big breakfast in the morning.”   
 
    It was Sheldon’s first effort to influence his father, and he’d been afraid of trying. It had been stupid to speak his thoughts aloud to him instead of just think the order, but it worked, just like it did for his mother and that cop. He wanted to eat supper early tonight, and get back to his research. He was looking for any references concerning mind control, telepathy, or other ESP abilities. 
 
    He had his mother make him a dinner tray to take to his room, and he ate there. He hadn’t found a description of what he was able to do, but there were plenty of things he couldn’t do, nor could anyone else, apparently. 
 
    Animals had ignored his commands, for example, as did insects and pet goldfish. He couldn’t mentally budge anything, like make one of his dad’s cigarettes roll on a table, or lift even a fleck of dust. He couldn’t levitate, teleport himself or any objects, and despite his new mental ability, he couldn’t read anyone else’s thoughts. They didn’t exactly seem to read his, as much as receive them when he sent them, and then obey them or behave or speak as if what he told them were their thoughts, behaving as if it was their own will causing their actions. 
 
    Depending on their inclination, or predispositions, some people would briefly try and sometimes succeed, in opposing his mental commands. Like Pickling struggling to talk when he’d been ordered to shut up. Three days ago, after Tommy’s teeth were knocked out, he’d tried to force a little girl of six, to pick up a bee on the playground, to see if it would sting her. She drew close to it and trembled, her hand hovering near, but she refused to touch it despite his even saying it aloud. He learned she was not merely afraid of stinging insects. That education occurred when her mother heard him tell her to pick up the bee.  
 
    She was angry and explained as she pulled her daughter away, that she could go into anaphylactic shock if stung, and might die without a shot. He’d been unable to make her risk her life. The woman told him he should feel ashamed of himself, but he didn’t even know how that felt.  
 
    Nor did he know what anaphylactic shock meant. The next two days, as he walked home from school, he stopped at a neighborhood public library to look up that term, and more personally important, started searching for information about his new ability. He took books home when he couldn’t finish reading there. 
 
    He knew he didn’t have a general form of ESP. It was specific and limited, but at the same time, it seemed to give him considerable power over other people. There were no reports, none that he could find anyway, that described anyone that could do what he did. He even read about mental disorders, glancing through a book on mental health. There, he found a description of a term he’d heard before, which proved not to be an official diagnosis, yet described what he honestly and frankly thought applied to himself.  
 
    It was the word sociopath, listed in an article about antisocial personality disorders. It said that such people had little sense of right and wrong, as either defined by or claimed by other people. It was someone who didn’t understand another person’s feelings. He thought that was a fair description of how he felt, such as when that mother told him he should be ashamed of trying to get her daughter stung by a bee.  
 
    He didn’t know she was allergic then and assumed a sting would be painful but harmless otherwise. However, he realized he still wasn’t affected once he knew her life was at risk. He did NOT feel ashamed, as the word’s definition, and synonyms, described how people would feel. He had only been interested in testing his control of her and didn’t care what happened to the girl if it didn’t cause him any trouble. In that case, he might be sorry for the trouble he was in, but not for her. The word sociopath and the traits listed for it seemed to fit him.  
 
    It’s difficult to know how he would have been affected at age thirteen, had he not stopped reading when he did, satisfied he’d found a description that fit his self-image. Although, it’s unlikely it would have mattered, because of what he truly was. Had he turned to the next page in that book, he would have found the description of a psychopath. 
 
     A key difference between the two personality types, was if the person had a conscience, an inner voice that would let them know if they were doing something that others would say is wrong. Sheldon would have instantly recognized there was no such voice in his mind. 
 
    He was observant and smart enough to pretend to act like others expected him to behave. That way he didn’t seem strange or dangerous, which might place him at a disadvantage when obtaining what he wanted from other people. He could pretend to have moral qualms, so when he lied about his honesty, he could steal from them by gaining their trust. Guilt was never a part of Sheldon Parker Stiles life.  
 
    Now, with his new power over people, which with use was growing stronger, he would have to pretend less often. He needed to learn how he could use his “talent” to achieve what he wanted. The girls at school were going to perceive an improved Parker, as he wanted people to call him. Puberty would be a lot less stressful now. 
 
    The next morning, fate helped accelerate his learning curve through the summer to come.  
 
    Jethro awakened hungry, and because he’d not been ordered to forget the events of yesterday evening, he remembered his son’s words and him staring him down, and that humiliated him. Sheldon had left for school early, not wishing to share the big breakfast his father had ordered the evening before. Maddie was the first to pay the price for his anger, already at the stove when he entered the kitchen. He beat her with his fists and left her on the kitchen floor, scalding hot fried eggs dumped on her. He drove his aging pickup truck to order a fast food breakfast before work started. He’d teach that smart-mouthed kid some real respect when he got home tonight. 
 
    The woman next door had heard the fight, his shouting, and Maddie’s screams, and after the truck left, went to check on her neighbor. She called for an ambulance when she found her moaning on the floor, clutching her stomach where she’d been punched or kicked, grease burns on her arm.  
 
    The hospital called Sheldon’s school when they were unable to reach her husband at an unknown job site, unaware that he was responsible for his wife’s injuries. Pulled from class and notified, he instantly knew what had triggered his father’s sober, early morning rage, and what would await him this evening if he did nothing.  
 
    A counselor offered to drive him to the nearby hospital, but he declined, saying he would rather walk. They told him his mother would be OK. He wasn’t certain he could fully rely on his mental instructions to people to forget events because he wasn’t going near that hospital yet. Instead, he walked three times as far.  
 
    Sheldon reached the strip mall where his father would be working on a large new pet supply store under construction. It was close to noon by then, and he figured that without the usual packed lunch made for him by Maddie, that his dad would have to eat out. 
 
    Lounging where he could see the shell of the new building, he stayed within a hundred feet of his dad’s pickup truck. He had fifteen minutes to think, and to observe, spotting where there were places to eat. He decided the truck was an asset, even beat up as it was. His dad would have to walk. That meant he’d have to stay within a hundred feet or less of him, risking exposure if seen, and complicating his half-formed plan.  
 
    He was in front of a barbershop, and as a patron came out, he tested a new skill he’d tried at school a few times. He projected a false mental image of himself to the fat man with a fresh haircut and walked in front of him. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry, mam, I didn’t see you coming.” The man stepped around a small woman and passed behind the person that looked exactly like Maddie Stiles to him. Elated, Sheldon paid close attention to how the fat man looked and walked.   
 
    Soon, clusters of men started walking out of the future front doors of the pet store’s concrete block shell, some headed for their vehicles, others went to the store’s outside southern wall for the breeze and shade, to sit on stacks of plywood, opening lunch boxes. He saw his dad split away from two men that headed for a small Chinese restaurant in the strip mall. His dad didn’t like oriental food, and he was approaching his truck. If he’d liked Chinese food, Sheldon would have had to alter his plan to get his dad to walk alone to some other restaurant. He sent his thought instructions. 
 
    You should get a hot pizza for lunch. There’s a nice shop across the highway, a block to the left. Walking is good exercise and will save money on gas. 
 
    Jethro tipped the bill of his ball cap back, and looked left, across the six-lane thoroughfare. He was squinting in the sunlight and looked puzzled. 
 
    It has a red and blue sign. Walk closer. 
 
    He started cutting across the wide parking lot, still scanning for the sign. Sheldon followed, to keep the distance under a hundred feet, staying behind other parked vehicles. His dad’s suddenly increased walking pace and a more direct line proved he’d seen the sign.  
 
    Head directly for the sidewalk. 
 
     Jethro turned half to the right, towards the sidewalk. It would make the walk longer, but Sheldon needed the extra time to think, plan, and adapt. 
 
    The wide sidewalk was empty, except for a cyclist that passed him and then approached his dad from behind. The rider had politely called out a soft warning that he was about to pass him on the left as he went around, and Sheldon had glanced back. His dad might also look back, and see someone he wanted to beat to a pulp, triggering anger that might make controlling him difficult. But Sheldon was ready for that. 
 
    Jethro seemed startled when the bicycle drew near, and jumped aside and looked back when warned of the passing rider. Always in an uncharitable mood, he noticed there was a fat tub of a man walking well behind him. He hoped the man didn’t go to the same pizza parlor. That slob would spoil his appetite. He turned back and resumed his walk, a bit faster now since the breakfast sandwich hadn’t been very filling and that image of pizza had been made very appealing.  
 
    Sheldon felt frustrated because a traffic signal had held up traffic more than a block ahead, where crossing the busy highway to reach the pizza parlor would be logical, and frustratingly safe. Then the light changed, and three lanes of backed up traffic started into motion. It was the opportunity he’d needed. 
 
    Cross at mid-block, watch for a gap in the traffic at the edge of the road.   
 
    Jethro stepped to the curb and looked at the traffic picking up speed.  
 
    Sheldon saw what he needed, and the driver would soon be in his mental range. 
 
    To his dad, he thought, plenty of time, they’re starting slow, check on the traffic coming from your right on the other side, and start walking to the median. 
 
    To the semi driver in the right lane, better make up some time, and step on the gas. Check your mirror for that patrol car behind you. 
 
    His dad had started walking too fast, but at least he was looking to his front right. Stop and face to your right, Sheldon is on the sidewalk.  
 
    He turned, looking in confusion until he saw his son instead of the fat man he expected, and the little snot gave him the finger. His face turned ugly as he opened his mouth, shouting something and he took a half step.  
 
    Sheldon couldn’t hear what he yelled, because it was drowned out by the revving engine of the massive red, semi-truck, directly behind Jethro.    
 
    His angry expression changed to surprise as the left fender, and high bumper slammed into his thighs and back, throwing him forward to the pavement. He had stopped when he was nearly across the first lane, so his body was in line with the truck’s left front wheel. The impact wasn’t high speed and had he been in the center of the lane the wheels would have straddled his prone form, as the high chassis passed over him, injured but probably survivable. 
 
      Instead, the cab bounced slightly as the front left wheel passed over the length of his body. Then the next four wheels slightly bounced as they passed over the object. When the rear wheels of the heavily loaded trailer passed over the broken body, there was scarcely a ripple of movement along the big rig’s trailer. The automobile driver behind the truck saw an object on the roadway as the truck moved on, and managed to screech to a stop, the front tire coming to rest on the man’s crushed ass. There it stayed until an ambulance and a fire rescue unit arrived in under five minutes. Not that the victim felt the final insult to his body, or resented the time it took to remove the pressure. 
 
    Sheldon watched the impact and subsequent crushing of his father with impassivity. There wasn’t even much of a sense of satisfaction or accomplishment because the act was so easy for him. He'd almost allowed him to cross the right lane before the truck reached him. Never having driven, he had misjudged the acceleration of a heavy truck. He would do better the next time if he ever needed to engineer another traffic accident.  
 
    As a last detail, to confuse the scene and witnesses, and divert the police, Sheldon made sure the trucker stayed ignorant of what had happened. The big rig kept going on its way towards an interstate a half mile ahead. It proved to be an inadvertent benefit for Maddie’s future lawsuit against the trucking company’s insurance company. The driver would be accused of a hit and run when police discovered his destination was a local grocery store, just the other side of the interstate overpass. Sheldon had sent him South, over an Ohio River bridge towards Louisville, Kentucky.  
 
    With a sigh, Sheldon started the long walk home, wondering what he’d do for supper. Then he remembered he’d have to stop to see his mother. Another sigh, but he still needed her, so he should at least stop for a short visit. He might even wait until the police showed up to report the accident to his mom, and they could give him a ride home. It might be good for appearances for them to see him with her. Besides, he only had school lunch money with him, so he could probably eat her hospital dinner meal when it came. 
 
    That caused him to think of cash for the first time. He should ask his mother where they would get money now, because the pay from his dad’s job would stop. He’d be sure to ask his mom if they had any savings or insurance. He’d never given finances a single thought in his life.  
 
    The eventual insurance claim for his father’s death helped guide some his decisions about future sources of revenue, but that came later. 
 
    He was about to learn it wasn’t a free world. At least not yet for him. But it would become one, just as soon as he figured out how to make the world pay him what it owed him. It would eventually pay him more than it was possible for him to even dream at age thirteen. But, events would educate him, and his brain’s new organ would grow larger and stronger, as did a muscle used often and energetically. 
 
    Sheldon wondered if anyone else had his ability to control people. He was unaware that he was one of the strongest having Mind Control, and perhaps the only one with a psychopathic personality.  
 
    Free will of anyone near him was soon to come under assault. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Investigators are Mortal  
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, October 6, 2017, Louisville, Kentucky. Local events combine to draw attention to Stiles, now twenty-seven, who recently expanded his sphere of influence beyond his previous narrow comfort zone. It was that old comfort zone of local crime that brought him scrutiny, not his newly widened contacts with organized crime. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan Grayson, of Grayson Fraud Investigations, informed his two junior partners that he was taking a half day off. “Gil, Roger, you two are on your own until Monday. Barb has my afternoon planned out with Honey-Do stuff at home.” 
 
    Gilbert Anderson and Roger Billings, like Grayson, were former cops, and both were disabled to some extent from on the job injuries. 
 
    Roger had a proposal. “I’ll be back from my Jeffersonville research before dinner time. How about Sandy and I meet you and Barb for steak and beers at Harvey’s? Gil and Maureen are always there on weekends. If we go, we’d better avoid talk of investigative work. That pisses the wives off when we do that, and even Maureen gets bored.”  
 
    Harvey’s was owned by a retired Louisville Metro Police Department captain and was an eatery and bar, with live music, a small dance floor, and was a hangout for many current and former officers, which included the three men. Maureen was a uniformed patrol officer, and Gil had moved in with her after his wife divorced him for infidelity. There was no point pretending his marriage had not been on the rocks for years, and he’d needed a place to crash. The hours and the nature of the job often took a toll on police marriages. 
 
    Dan’s marriage was solid. “Sorry. No-can-do guys. Stacy wants us to go to Hill View’s football game this evening, to watch her and her cheerleader squad, and to meet her new boyfriend. He’s a wide receiver for the Hawks, a kid named Carl Manfred. He’s her age this time.”  
 
    Gil grinned. “Did she tell him yet you’re a retired cop? Barb said her previous new boyfriend freaked out when he saw your ankle gun when you gave him that serious ‘Dad Talk’ at a track meet.” 
 
    Laughing, Dan said, “I’ll bring it up if she hasn’t, but the previous guy was a nineteen-year-old senior, and last year Stacy was only seventeen and smitten with that self-absorbed shit head. His coach told me he had a reputation for other conquests from the cheerleader squad. I let him see the holster on purpose, while I discussed how much my little girl meant to me. It took all last summer for Stacy to forgive me when he moved on to safer prey. I’ll be gentle this time. 
 
    “I won’t let her know I’ve already checked him out. May as well use my police connections for something personal. He’s a nice kid, from a good family. Besides, he’s after an athletic scholarship in track, and Stacy is in line for an academic scholarship. They’ll part ways for different universities a few months after they graduate next spring.”  
 
    “Now there’s a crafty dad example for you, Roger,” Gill teased. “Have you and Sandy separated Jason from that girl that tried to get him to elope?”  
 
    With a sour look, Roger said, “We didn’t have to. She dumped him when her true love came back after her period finally started. Jason was her safety net. Poor kid. At least he got some ass for his trouble. Otherwise, she couldn’t have strung him along.” 
 
    “It’s Hell being a teen,” Gil acknowledged. “I’m not sure having my leg back would be enough compensation to go that far back in time.” He tapped the prosthetic lower limb. His leg and Roger’s bad back were why the two younger former cops were part-time investigators for Dan, supplementing their Duty Disability Benefits.  
 
    Dan had a question before he took the day off. “Roger, who’s the guy you’re meeting in Jeffersonville? How’s he connected to your Louisville arson fraud case, and what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I won’t call it a meeting. I’m checking out a guy named Dallas Collier. He’s known to be a middleman in setting up various insurance swindles, but nobody has ever testified to that. He has no arrests, but he knows a lot of people who do. People that have arson convictions, a reputed hit man for a life insurance payoff, auto accident fraudsters, phony health insurance claims, home property loss, and helpful doctors for workers comp fraud.  
 
    “He specialized in staging small to mid-sized phony insurance claims in Jeffersonville in past years, but recently he’s apparently graduated to larger insurance frauds worth millions, and expanded his criminal contacts to include perps here in Louisville.  One of his known associates is an arsonist, Barron Sheffield,  who was supposedly a reformed firebug after his nine-year stint in prison. The arson squad spotted Sheffield on surveillance footage near that Louisville whiskey warehouse that burned in June. That was a big fire, but it blazed with less intensity than the arson investigators think that much bourbon should have generated. Collier also happens to know a shady whiskey distributor, a guy named Garth Arnold, who suddenly had barrels of good quality but cheaply priced bourbon to sell to bottlers last month. The Feds say he had tax stamps for his goods and supposed distillers that say they sold to him. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ll see If I can trick some information out of Collier. He’s about to discover some outsider must know about Sheffield’s and Arnold’s involvement in that fire and their mutual connection to him. Then I’ll follow him later to see who he meets. I figure Collier works for someone higher up the food chain, since his financials prove he’s doing OK, but he isn’t getting rich. I think he put the cash-strapped warehouse owner together with the crooked distributor for a small fee, and for a bigger fee, he provided an arsonist to help the owner collect the insurance on a product he sold at a discount. 
 
    “By the way, Collier doesn’t know me or know I’ll be there at one of his usual haunts, but it’s his other visitor that should rattle his cage. I happen to know when and where he’ll be eating lunch today. No way would he agree to meet with me without knowing who I am first, but his other visitor might pull out some information I can use.” 
 
      “OK. Be careful. That was a sixteen-million-dollar fire claim. That’s plenty of motive to stop an investigation.”  
 
    “I’m not worried. Collier has never been a violent type, and I’ll be armed anyway.”  
 
    “Yeah? Well, his boss might be less peaceful.” 
 
    “I just want to overhear what he says, and try to learn who his boss is, I’m not going to confront either of them.” 
 
    Grayson shifted to the other part-time, junior partner. “How about you Gil? I’m sure you came in this morning for a reason. You have new leads in our three contract cases?” 
 
    “I think so. You accepted the subcontractor deal from Calder Business Insurance when their primary investigator, Gerald Habersham, was killed in a bizarre traffic accident at a funeral. I’ve learned that Habersham’s boss didn’t tell you everything, and it’s all weird. I reviewed Gerald’s notes and saw his research on some large payouts on death benefit claims his company paid out last year.  
 
    “Heads of three financially troubled businesses were killed as pedestrians in accidental traffic accidents, which had odd similarities. They were each hit and killed by drivers with clean driving records and no criminal pasts, who insist they didn’t know how the accident happened. Witnesses said the drivers appeared to have steered to run over the men intentionally, and in two of the cases, they also hurt other people.  
 
    “Despite the insurance payments to the families or the partners of the dead guys, all three companies folded shop anyway. The beneficiaries, none of which appeared very bereaved to Habersham, pocketed much of the insurance money and sold off corporate assets to help pay off creditors and stop the losses. Then chunks of cash were withdrawn from the accounts of each of the beneficiaries, and that cash seems to have vanished. They apparently paid somebody off for their help. 
 
    “Habersham’s notes said he’d discovered surveillance camera images of the same man that appeared to be nearby when each of the dead men was run down. He was trying to identify a tall, slender man seen near the intersections, and he thinks he spotted him driving away in an expensive car near the second fatal accident. He started out assuming the man was a witness, but that changed with the third case.” 
 
    Grayson, like his two partners, was skeptical of a three times coincidence. “I doubt Habersham or anyone would think the man was just a witness by then. I’d think the guy has a connection to those three drivers. How else could he show up at all three locations?” 
 
    “I agree,” Gil said. “However, after Habersham started trying to identify the man using police facial recognition software, or to locate a local owner of that relatively rare type car he may have driven, his boss at Calder Insurance received anonymous calls at home warning him to drop the investigations. Habersham’s ex-wife also complained to his boss that she had been threatened with harm if he didn’t stop something her ex-husband was doing.   
 
    “It wasn’t a nice divorce, so Habersham kept investigating, with his boss’s approval. Then his ex-wife was killed in an early morning house fire a few days after she reported the threats. It was declared arson, and after the recent divorce, the title was still in her husband’s name even though he didn’t live there. Fortunately for Habersham, he had an airtight alibi for that night. I think whoever made the calls and set the fire thought that he still lived there and he was the real target. 
 
    “Habersham then started working with LMPD to try to identify the man in the grainy pictures or to trace local dealers for that make of car. As a smart precaution, he moved into a new apartment, leaving no forwarding address. 
 
    “Now, here are some of the other strange details his boss failed to share with you, Dan.  Good old Gerald’s previous apartment building burned down two nights after his former house did, and two upstairs residents died of smoke inhalation. He was in Indianapolis overnight that day, interviewing a specialty car dealer, trying to find the possible owner of the Aston Martin he’d see at one crime scene.  
 
    “His old apartment was another case of arson. He took a leave of absence from work, moved out of his new apartment, and started living out of his car and used a couple of campsites in Jefferson County to avoid creating a fixed address. I think he was scared, and he apparently wasn’t being paranoid because dropping out of sight didn’t protect his estranged son. When he failed to help pay for or attend his ex’s funeral, his son, in his thirties, refused to have anything to do with his dad anymore. Next, his son was killed in a hit and run traffic accident as he walked out of work to his car.” 
 
    Roger was shocked. “Goddamn. Calder Insurance has passed us a stinking pile of shit to work on for them. How in Hell much money was involved, to make these investigations worth all this trouble and risk to stop?”  
 
    Gil shook his head and shrugged. “With all three claims combined, they’re worth less than your warehouse fire, just under eight million dollars.” 
 
    Grayson was concerned for his friend. “Gil, who knows we’ve taken over that investigation?” 
 
    “Habersham’s former boss, Oswald Grissom, knows our firm has the files and a contract to investigate, and he obviously told their legal department to draw up the contracts. I kept the appointment you made with him when he handed the physical case files over to us last month, so he knows you and me, and that Roger here is another partner in the firm. That was right after Habersham quit his job, and a week before he was killed.” 
 
    “Crap!” Grayson looked worried now. “We get a percentage of the recoveries if we find evidence of fraud in any of the cases, and Calder will pay us reasonable time and expenses regardless, but these cases don’t seem worth the risk. What happened to Habersham? You called it a bizarre accident at a funeral. Was that for his son, since he didn’t go to the one for his ex-wife?” 
 
    “Nope, and it gets worse when you know whose funeral he did attend. His elderly mother was found dead in her bed at an assisted living facility. No evidence of foul play, but considering the previous deaths and threats, that was when Habersham called his boss to tell him he was resigning and took an early and reduced company retirement. That caution didn’t save him if his death wasn’t an accident, and it sure seems as staged as the other accidents.” He explained. 
 
    “His funeral home limousine was t-boned on the rear passenger door where he sat, by a cement truck at an intersection. A car had rear-ended another one in front of the funeral procession, forcing the limo to stop at that intersection for several minutes. The State Police charged the truck driver with vehicular homicide, but he claims he doesn’t know how he came to be so far off his normal route, driving miles away from the construction site where he’s delivered cement for at least a week, and why he was speeding up when he hit the limo. He couldn’t have been lost by that much. He’s awaiting trial in several months and has a preliminary hearing coming up soon, but I’m interviewing him at his work site today. I also have a contact in the city traffic division who will let me review the tapes from traffic cameras that should have recorded part of the truck’s route to the crash site.”  
 
     Grayson expressed the disquiet he felt. “There have been too many fires and traffic accidents linked to those three cases. It’s like someone drew Habersham out of hiding by killing family members.” 
 
    Roger stated the obvious. “Well, those type of fraud cases are mostly all we investigate. Are the events that far outside of normal for us?” 
 
    “When there’s no additional profit motive for already perpetrated insurance frauds, and these all happened after the fact without added payouts?” Grayson questioned. “These are acts committed with the intent to block three investigations which sometimes don’t lead anywhere anyway, or the evidence might not be enough to prove criminal fraud was involved. The efforts to stop the investigations may be to hide something else that’s worth killing innocent people, such as someone higher up the food chain.”  
 
    Gil shrugged. “You have to admit, though. For ex-cops, these are more interesting cases than videotaping some shirker that’s seen water skiing or lifting weights while collecting workman’s comp.”  
 
    Grayson nodded but offered a caveat. “Shirkers are cheats and thieves, not usually killers. Don’t get complacent because our usual casework excludes deliberate homicide. It appears Habersham’s three cases are related, and the mystery man might not care who dies to stop the investigations. Nor do we know how he could have engineered any of the vehicular accidents. You said not one of the drivers involved tried to run or had a motive to commit the crimes.” 
 
    After additional brief discussion, Grayson headed home to help his wife with a gazebo kit he’d promised to help her assemble. His two associates prepared to meet today’s investigative targets. A routine work day at the end of a routine week, before a normal weekend. 
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    Roger Billings approached the front of the German deli where he’d seen Dallas Collier enter a short time ago, following his weekly routine. The stocky man would be starting on his usual Friday lunch at one of his favorite eateries. He was a creature of habit when it came to food, and on Friday his most consistent stop was at this small family operated restaurant. Roger knew about this habit based on past police surveillance, which had noted his meeting with several of his criminal contacts here.  
 
    Billings parked his van in the parking lot in back, where he placed a magnetic tracker inside a wheel well of Collier’s late model Cadillac. Finding the driver’s door unlocked, he put a small bug under the dash. Then he started his digital recorder in the van, with the Caddy and rear entrance of the deli visible through his windshield. Next, he walked around to the front of the small neighborhood restaurant.  
 
    When he entered the aromatic deli, it was about half full at quarter after one, and many of the regular patrons had eaten lunch and departed. Collier was at his preferred table near the back corner, close to the rear exit to the parking lot, and isolated by an aisle for more private conversations. He always tipped the owner in advance to save that table for him at one PM on Fridays.  
 
    Ordering a simple sandwich and beverage, Roger picked an empty table near the back where he could observe Collier’s table. Any moment now, his target would have an unexpected guest. He had his tiny earpiece inserted, with a small directional microphone clipped inside his jacket’s sleeve. He rested his left arm on the table, positioned so he could hear the slurping and chewing as Collier ate. 
 
    Working his way through a plate of Rouladen, mashed potatoes, and red cabbage, Collier took a swig of his pilsner, casually looking around the room at patrons, showing no interest in any one person. That is, until five minutes later when a familiar face walked through the front entrance, causing him to frown. It was Barron Sheffield, the supposedly reformed and now the suspected repeat arsonist of the warehouse fire.  
 
    Sheffield, sighting Collier at his table, bypassed the front counter and walked to the back of the twenty-table dining room. As he neared, he said, “Afternoon Mister Collier. Sorry, I’m a bit late, but I’m not hungry anyway.” He sat in a chair across from the other man, whose frown deepened. 
 
    Billings had used his wife to leave a message for Sheffield with his landlord, asking him to drive over from Louisville for this afternoon lunch meeting with a man he obviously knew. 
 
    Speaking low, Collier said, “What are you doing here? What do you want?” 
 
    Sounding flustered, Sheffield didn’t talk quite as low, but told him, “Your secretary told me to come. She said you had a lawyer that could help me and you would give me some money to pay him. The A-squad spotted me on two security tapes.”  
 
    A-squad was his code for the arson investigation. He continued, “I need some help. I have a public defender, but he’s young and doesn’t know shit. I have a hearing in two weeks. I’m out on bail, and I’m not even supposed to be in Indiana.” 
 
    With furious suspicion, Collier said low again, “I ain’t got a Goddamned secretary, you moron. And I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who sent you?” 
 
    Shocked, Sheffield supplied the only information Billings wife had furnished in her phony message. “She said Mister Arnold would pay for my defense if I kept quiet.” 
 
    Collier, looking wildly around the room, saw a couple of customers that had heard fragments from Sheffield, and realized they were looking at them both. Billings, with his sleeve microphone hearing and recording every word, wasn’t one of them, because he was studiously looking towards the attractive girl clearing tables near the front. 
 
    Suspecting Sheffield was trying to set him up, Collier, voice still low lied and said, “I don’t know anyone named Arnold, and I hadn't seen you since before you got sent up ten years ago. I don't know what you’re trying to pull, but I suggest you get your ass out of here before I call your probation officer to tell him you’re not in Kentucky. I don't know what new trouble you’ve gotten into, but it doesn’t involve me. Get out of here and let me eat.”  
 
    Confused, desperate, and pissed off, Sheffield warned in a louder voice, “Don’t threaten to call my PO. I’d hate to crack under pressure if he questioned me too hard. If you and Arnold won’t help, that’s OK. I got paid what we agreed on, but I was weak to go along, and I got careless. My fault, not yours. But don’t you screw with me again.” He pushed his chair back with legs scraping loudly, stood up and stalked out the front door.  
 
    Collier continued to look around the room, and now, by not looking his way as the eleven other customers did would make Billings stand out. He glanced towards Collier, then looked down to his sandwich and raised it to take a bite, then sipped his drink. Politely ignoring what was none of his business, as did the other patrons.  
 
    Pretending to pick at his food for a few minutes, apparently thinking, Collier suddenly pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through a few contacts. He abruptly rose, fished for a bill from a fold of cash in his pocket, and left a tip before hurrying out the back door.  
 
    Billings continued to eat, hoping his electronics would fill him in on what happened next. He could only monitor his audio bug and GPS tracker from his van, but he was recording. After a couple of minutes, he heard a car engine start, and the clatter of gravel as a car tried to leave the rear lot faster than traction allowed. He sat there longer as two other men left their tips and walked out the back exit before he followed them a minute later. They were pulling out as he made his exit. He felt satisfied when he saw them head down the street after exiting the lot, and shortly, a yellow Cadillac followed them. Collier was being cautious and had half expected someone to follow him, so he was following his possible watchers.  
 
    In the van, he slowed the rapid playback of the video when it reached the part where his subject walked outside, cell phone to his ear. Collier quickly went to his car and slipped inside, so that part of his conversation was recorded on the van’s receiver by the bug under the dash. The bug’s transmitter had a range of only 400 to 500 meters, so Collier was already out of coverage, but he’d have part of what was said, and the bug would record more if he could recover that. The GPS tracker could lead him to the car to retrieve the bug, and listen to the rest of that half of the phone conversation. 
 
    As Billings activated the GPS display, he saw on the city map where the Cadillac was, over a mile away, and he started driving in the same direction. As he did, he played back the portion of the audio he had recorded in the van, which was one side of the conversation, of course. The device in the Caddy picked up after the sound of a car door slamming. 
 
    “…I don’t know yet. I just got to my car. If anyone follows me I’ll know he ratted me out, but he doesn’t have anything on me other than his word against mine, and I’ve been down that path several times without a problem….” He was apparently interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, Mister Stiles. I’ll pull into an alley up the street to see who comes out.” He received another reply or set of instructions. 
 
    “OK. I’ll follow anyone that comes out behind me. But it ain’t like my yellow Caddy blends in very well….” Another pause. 
 
    “Right. I’ll call you back at the other number.” 
 
    From there it was only sounds of driving on the audio until the signal broke up and faded out when Collier drove down the street and out of range. 
 
    Billings noticed that the GPS tracker had paused on a city street, about two miles away. He drove in that direction and was nearly there before the GPS marker resumed moving. As he slowly passed the place where Collier had paused, he saw a green minivan that resembled one that he’d seen parked at the deli. It was in the parking lot of an auto parts store, across from where the Caddy had stopped. He saw a man in an auto parts company shirt smoking a cigarette outside, and Billings recognized him as one of the two men that walked out behind Collins. Suspicious, he’d followed them here and decided they weren’t in the deli to observe him after all, so he left. 
 
    Billings continued to follow the trace of the GPS for another twenty minutes until it stopped at what appeared on the map to be inside a structure off the street. When he arrived, it was a two-level parking garage attached to a very nice residential building, which according to the sign in front was a condominium. Collier had apparently gone home. 
 
    Collier had called someone named Stiles that he addressed as Sir, which might be his boss. The building looked like it matched with the estimated financial tier this crook probably could afford.  
 
    Way more than I make, even with my disability pension, Billings thought sourly. 
 
    Since Collier wasn’t in his car now, there wouldn’t be any live audio to monitor, so Billings decided to retrieve his devices. What he hoped to achieve today was some link to whoever Collins worked for, and some incriminating conversation about the warehouse fire. Those words, if spoken, were recorded on the bug’s chip. They were a small firm, with a tight budget, and gadgets cost money. He parked a half block away walked back to the garage and around the arm of the security gate. He spotted the reserved numbered slot for the flashy yellow car on the first level.  
 
    The car was left unlocked again. It was amusing. Collier was a crook and thief who trusted his car to be safe? The Slim Jim wasn’t needed to unlock the door, so there was no alarm to bypass, or need to hurry away if one were triggered.  
 
    He removed his two devices and headed back to his van, reminding himself to not glance up at the small dark plastic dome above the entrance to the garage, thus not presenting a full-face view. His years on the police force taught him that most surveillance videos were low quality and seldom checked if there was no reason to look at the recording. Even then, matching a strange face to a person’s name seldom caught criminals unless the news media plastered the images on television and in newspapers to draw phone tips. An unlocked car opened without any property taken wasn’t worthy of that kind of attention.  
 
    Billings didn’t know that this building offered a closed-circuit security channel for occupants to monitor the building’s front entrance, as well as the garage camera to admit guests with cars. 
 
    Collier watched the intruder enter his car from his big screen TV, and then via the main entrance camera, watched him walk towards his van up the street and drive away, passing in front of the building as he did so. Using binoculars from a corner window, he managed to read the first three letters of the white van’s Kentucky plate. 
 
    He made a call to the more secure number he seldom used. “Mister Stiles. You were right. It was a setup. A man at the deli tracked me home. He just removed a couple of what must be electronic devices from my car. One was under the dashboard, and one from inside the left rear wheel well. The two employees from the auto store were just there for lunch. I saw their name badges and company shirts when I followed them to where they work.” 
 
    He paused as he listened. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll leave it to you. Here are the first three letters of his Kentucky plate, and the make of his white van. Ready to copy Sir?” And he passed along what he knew, perfectly aware that it would likely lead to something deadly happening to that stranger, just as he knew Sheffield would encounter a fatal event sometime in the next week. 
 
    There were so many possibilities for how it might happen that Collins was repeatedly surprised at the variety that Stiles somehow mysteriously managed to arrange. Garth Arnold, if he were in any way implicated in double-crossing Stiles, would find he too would become another example of why you never cheated or pissed off this dangerous man in business, or otherwise. 
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    Gil Anderson reached the riverside redevelopment project shortly before noon and then had to wait for the lunch break to speak with the employee he was there to meet, Charles Dayton. A man in the Site Management office directed him to the Foreman in charge of the day’s concrete pour. He, in turn, pointed out the man he was seeking, standing on the back of his truck, having just completed delivery of a load of concrete. 
 
    He watched the wrinkled and sunburned older man as he finished cleaning wet concrete from his truck’s chute, and shut down a pressure washer. The man, in his late fifties, looked physically fit, and as he started towards one of the two food trucks, Anderson stepped forward to introduce himself. 
 
    “Mister Dayton? I’m Gil Anderson. I spoke to you on the phone.” 
 
    The man pulled a rag from his back pocket and wiped his right hand before offering a handshake. “Hi. I wasn’t sure if you’d show up. I gave a deposition earlier this week with a company lawyer present, who said he told you what I would and wouldn’t talk about.”  
 
    “Mister Dayton, as I told your company, I’m not investigating your accident at all. I think you may know that Gerald Habersham, the man that died, was also an insurance investigator. I’m with a smaller investigative firm that has taken over three cases that Mister Habersham was working on for his company, Calder Business Insurance. I’m looking into those cases, and I assure you I’m not involved in your accident, the funeral home’s lawsuit, or the legal charges you face.” 
 
    Dayton stepped into a customer line at one of the food trucks. “Hope you don’t mind talking while I eat. I need to drive back to our cement plant for another load. What do you think I can tell you? I didn’t know the man, and I feel terrible that he was in his mother’s funeral procession. I lost my father earlier this year, and I can sympathize. I read in his obituary that he’d also just lost his son and his wife. Anytime I feel sorry for myself, I think of what he’d just gone through.” 
 
    “Mister Dayton, I have reason to believe that the loss of his ex-wife in a fire, his son’s hit-and-run death, then his mother’s unexpected death, are all connected. Those may have been attempts to stop his investigation of the three insurance cases my firm is now investigating. He may have been killed to eliminate something he knew.” 
 
    “Holy shit! I hadn’t heard that. But I swear, I didn’t know him. I can’t even say why I was three miles from the damned interstate when…” he stopped. “Sorry. I’m not supposed to discuss that with you.”  
 
    “I understand and give you my word that I’m not looking for anything that incriminates you. I think you might be another innocent party, as seem to be the three drivers of the accidents Habersham was investigating. The three cases he had that are now mine were insurance claims for car accidents that killed three men that had very large insurance policies on their lives. Then Habersham and his son die in traffic accidents within the same month. Someone killed his wife in a deliberate house fire, and his mother, supposedly dying of natural causes, may have been killed to get him to come out in public for her funeral.” 
 
    “That’s a Hell of a lot of deaths and accidents.” Reaching the front of the food line, Dayton ordered a couple of burritos and a Diet Coke.  
 
    “Let me buy your lunch,” Anderson offered, and he added an order of his own. When served he paid, and the two went to the covered area and sat at a table alone. 
 
    “Damn. If I knew you’d pay, I’d have ordered more,” joked Dayton. 
 
    Anderson grinned. “I get my expenses paid by Habersham’s company. I’d have paid anything reasonable.” He showed him the receipts as he put them in a shirt pocket. He resumed his interview with an explanation. 
 
    “The problem Habersham was investigating is the similarity of how three men died in vehicle accidents, hit by people that can’t explain how it happened, who had clean driving records and were not under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Just like your accident. Three such coincidences had drawn Habersham’s interest, and now mine, since he and his son also were killed that way. The driver that hit his son didn’t stop, but he may still be innocent of intent.” 
 
    Dayton burped after he washed down a bite, and seemed to be thinking. “I got tested for illegal drugs and alcohol, but I’d been drinking coffee. I got that in the office at the plant, so I don't see how it could be spiked. If it was, it must be some drug not in the police test kit. I was also way off my route to this job site. It’s only a four-mile drive from our cement plant, and I was three miles off the interstate.” He seemed to be puzzled by his actions. 
 
    “There may be a clue,” Anderson suggested. “Habersham saw the same man in traffic camera recordings near the intersections where the three accidents happened. That man was later seen driving a rare high-priced car away from one of the accidents. He could be involved, and perhaps Habersham was killed because he was trying to find that man. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out how someone could cause these accidents, and how the drivers involved not be aware of how it happened. It seems impossible.” He looked at Dayton, eyebrow raised in an implied question. 
 
    “I understand what you want from me. I truly wish I had something to explain what happened. I want this whole mess to go away. I draw a blank from the time I got on the interstate until just after the collision. The only impression I had after I realized I’d hit something was that….” He hesitated. “This will sound stupid.” He looked sheepish. 
 
    “It was that my wife was having a baby and I needed to get to the hospital in a hurry. I’m fifty-eight, my last kid was born thirty-two years ago. I don't know why that was on my mind. I didn’t even rush to the hospitals when either of my kids was born, and my ex-wife has remarried. My girlfriend ain’t pregnant, and I had a vasectomy. Why would I think I had a baby being born? It’s nuts.” 
 
    “Did you see any person after you became aware of where you were, someone that seemed out of the ordinary, or was driving an unusual make of luxury car?” It was a straw in the wind. 
 
    “Hell no. I had people climbing onto the step of my truck yelling in the window at me. I didn’t even know there had been a collision, or where I was. Oh, shit! I’m not supposed to talk about that. Look, I hope you figure it out. If you do, it might help me in court. But even if it’s no help to me, I just want to know for my peace of mind.” 
 
    He glanced at his watch. “I’m sorry, I need to pick up another load. Thanks for lunch.” 
 
    Dayton rose and walked back to his truck and Anderson headed to his car, his cell phone out, calling his contact at the city traffic division. He wanted to see some video. 
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    “Arleen, if you guys have the recordings from six months ago, how long do you think it will take me to find and play the intersection tapes related to all four dates I gave you?”   
 
    “Unless you’re a complete twit, hardly any time at all.” She gave him a mischievous grin.  
 
    They’d been acquaintances back when he was on the force, and he would come over to this city division when looking for information that a stakeout may have missed. She’d taught him how to use the computer system to scan days of traffic camera footage of locations within their coverage. He sometimes spotted his quarry that way and found a time pattern he could use when the fugitive visited a friend or family member at odd hours. 
 
    “Really? All but one of the dates I gave you are older than your ninety-day retention.” He assumed only the recording of Habersham’s fatal accident would still be available.  
 
    “You said they were all for fatal accidents. If there’s likely to be litigation, lawyers will submit Evidence Retention requests if a camera recording exists. When notified of a serious accident at an intersection we monitor, we automatically save a copy of that day in a separate file system. There’s still a lot of them, but they’re cross-indexed by dates, locations, and case file numbers if legal action starts. The playback system is the same one I showed you how to use. I’ll sign you in, plop your butt in front of a computer, show you the search menu, and sign you out when done.  
 
    “If you want copies, there’s a fee now that you’re not on the city payroll, even if you have a flash drive. The USB ports are password protected.” She laughed. “Computer bits come with a small price tag.” 
 
          Soon, he was watching the full twenty-four hours of the first day, zipping ahead to the time he wanted. Using Habersham’s notes for the proper time, he watched a speeding car leap a curb and strike a person that he assumed was the victim. Interesting for the original case, but that wasn’t what he wanted right now. He’d noticed a case file number in the notes that he now knew were for this same record, which meant Calder Insurance had copies of this, which they didn’t give him. His focus was on evidence of fraud, and a staged accident. He saw a slender man on a diagonal corner from the actual crash site, half facing the camera.  
 
    On a slower playback, he saw that the mystery man appeared to be looking towards the out-of-frame approaching car and that he glanced towards the victim, who had just crossed with the light on the other side of the street. The car was coming from behind the victim. The mystery man’s head pivoted, following the car’s motion as it sped into the image from the right, and drifted left to cross to the other side of the street, jump the curb. It hit the victim before he moved out of sight of the corner of the building, struck from behind as he started to look back at the noise of the car striking the curb.  
 
    The mystery man passively watched, as other pedestrians and even motorists, rushed to the scene, the body and car obscured by the corner building. The passive watcher stood there and watched a half minute, then walked back the opposite way from the crash, and out of sight.  
 
    The second tape was a variation of the first, but different corners, a different side of the street, the victim crossing with the light, and another car, also speeding, leaped the curb, and apparently hit the man, but he couldn’t see the impact. Again, the watcher’s head turned to follow the car, then watched without any reaction for a few seconds. He then walked out of frame, but because Habersham had forewarned him to watch longer, he soon saw a car enter the intersection from the cross street, hesitate as the drive may have looked to his right at the carnage, and slowly turned left, away from the crash. The tinted driver’s window was half down, and the driver certainly resembled the mystery man. The car was a black luxury sports car of a make Anderson didn’t recognize. He couldn’t afford that level of gleaming beauty. 
 
            The third case was like the first, with a differently dressed passive observer, who watched another car as it plowed into a group of people to reach the man he now knew was the only target. He’d make copies to keep. 
 
    After watching the cement mixer hit the limo carrying Habersham, he had a more difficult and time-consuming task. He had to plod through other traffic tapes for that day. He hadn’t found precisely which Interstate exit Dayton had taken to enter city streets, but once he turned down the street where he would eventually encounter the funeral procession, Dayton did something not reported. He pulled to the curb a half block away from the future accident and stopped. He sat there for at least five minutes, apparently waiting. The crash was obviously planned, and Dayton must be lying. He’d waited for the line of funeral cars to cross a half block ahead of him.  
 
    Thinking about this, Anderson asked himself, how did he know when to accelerate? If the limo had not stopped at the center of the intersection, it would have been all but impossible to hit that target in the narrow time interval as it crossed the street. 
 
    He was missing something. Almost with a slap on his forehead, he knew what, or rather who it was. The mystery thin man had to be nearby. He focused for thirty minutes on looking at the people he could see at the intersection of the future crash but didn’t spot the thin man. Then, he looked at the cross-street camera that looked back towards where Dayton’s truck would be parked. He watched as it pulled to the curb at mid-block to wait, and the cars behind the truck continued up the street. He was stunned when the second car behind the cement truck was a sleek black luxury sports car, which he had seen on the earlier recording. 
 
    He watched the black car approach the intersection, and it parked next to a fireplug, several car lengths from the corner. The fireplug assured there would be no cars parked there, and there was a pair of No Parking signs from there to the intersection. The mystery man had an unobstructed view. He’d see the funeral procession coming from his left, and the scheduled time of the procession was available at the funeral home. Even so, the timing was still questionable. That truck needed to pull into traffic and accelerate, then the limo needed to stop and sit there. How many damned people did the thin man pay to help him execute this overly complex plan? The limo driver and the funeral director were both injured, so they were unlikely participants. 
 
    But he’d forgotten one detail of the accident report. The limo had stopped because of a fender bender in front of the procession. The number of co-conspirators kept increasing.  
 
    When the funeral came into view and approached the intersection, emergency lights flashing along the line of cars, magnetic flags waving, he watched with increasing intensity and anxiety. Just after the lead black sedan, followed by the hearse passed through the intersection, two cars the sedan happened to be behind suddenly smacked bumpers and came to a sudden stop. The entire procession came to a halt with the limousine just behind the hearse sitting in the intersection. 
 
    He was so focused on that scene that he was startled when the truck came in from the side of that frame to smash into the limo. There were time stamps, so he noted the time when the limo was forced to stop, and then played the image of the cement truck pulling out to speed up until the time of the impact. He saw the truck had started moving before the fender bender had happened, nearly sideswiping another car that had to make way for the truck as it cut it off by pulling into traffic. That meant the fender bender was planned, and coordinated with the cement truck’s movement. That made this as carefully a coordinated and orchestrated scene as in some spy movie or crime film. However, seldom in the real world did things work out so smoothly.  It was so impressive that it might be difficult to convince a judge or jury that all these were planned actions, and not some fateful coincidence simply because it was so complex. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon, and he had enough information to use for expanding his investigation. He needed to find out who owned that sports car, which would surely be the thin man.  
 
    He found Arleen, paid her for a small flash drive they offered for sale and had her enter her password to enable the USB port to make the file copies he wanted. At less than twenty dollars, it was dirt cheap. 
 
    He signed the form that listed the files he copied with their case numbers, and dates, and carried that to the clerk that took his payment. As he left, the clerk entered the transaction in a computer and typed in what data he’d received, and the name of the person on the receipt. Before Anderson was out of the building, the clerk used her cell phone to make a personal phone call. A powerful imperative, somewhat like one of the fabled posthypnotic suggestions was triggered, causing her to call a number and to report the transaction to a voice at the other end. Not every file copy triggered her to make the call. Just for the handful of case numbers or dates that the voice on the phone wanted to track. She was paid a modest sum each time she did this, to reinforce the implanted compulsion.  
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    Stiles hated the tedium of housekeeping. That’s how he thought of cleaning up human debris, eliminating defective Shields, and tossing out worn out or broken Tools. In his nomenclature, a Tool was someone like Sheffield, and Collier was a Shield.  
 
    He used Tools to accomplish the technical work of the contracts he acquired from his clients. He could mentally exploit a Tool’s criminal predilections to do illegal things for his clients, even when the Tool didn’t particularly want to do them. He would use them repeatedly until worn out, or compromised. Sheffield was in the latter category, and thus it was time for his disposal. 
 
    Dallas Collier, one of his longest-serving Shields had demonstrated again why he’d attained that longevity. He found new Tools for Stiles via his “talent searches,” and like today, reported when they’d outlived their usefulness. Dallas had been a good middleman back when local Jeffersonville clients needed inexpensive illegal services. He had helped Stiles expand his services across the river to Louisville, but the man didn’t have the social skills, intellect, or contacts in the larger city to find clients such as Arnold. He’d always been good at acquiring the small-time clients that wanted the lower cost services that Stiles had provided in his early years. Now, Stiles used lawyers and politicians to help him identify potential wealthy clients for higher priced services, such as major insurance fraud, or to generate dead competitors. Shares of insurance claim payoffs had been his early sources of income as a teen. Breaking away from that easy money was hard. 
 
    Tools and Shields; in fact, everyone he’d ever met, were what his research from years ago led him to call Susceptibles, and as far as he knew, he was the only Controller. He used Shields as his buffers from the Tools he controlled at a distance if needed, and as isolation from his clients.  
 
    He often used members of the public as impromptu and unwitting Tools for his purposes. He could implant false images and thoughts that fooled them for long enough to do what he wanted, while they believed they were doing something that seemed reasonable. Or, he could use brute mental force to make them do what he wanted, which required his direct participation.     
 
    That was how he managed to get drivers to swerve and accelerate towards a target when he wanted, provided they were close enough to him. In range as he thought of his ability. From years of experience, he knew he could manipulate anyone in some fashion. He couldn’t normally trick someone, such as a nun or priest, into killing someone for example. He’d tried that, with limited success. However, if they believed they were defending themselves or say a child, they might strike out at another person with what they thought was a rolled-up magazine. The shock of seeing a knife in someone’s chest snapped many people out of his control, even though he could reestablish it shortly. Forced Control required him to be nearby, which wasn’t always practical. 
 
    Tonight, he had a full schedule of cleanup, which could last well into the morning. Sheffield would be first, a Tool that he knew where to find him. He wouldn’t try to use his Tool’s arson skill set to eliminate either of the two insurance investigators, who he’d discovered had gotten too close to some of his previous jobs. He also didn’t want to try the indirect methods he’d employed for Habersham. That fiasco had now led to a bigger cleanup when his Tools in Louisville had been less effective than if he’d been in more direct control. Additional suspicious fires and traffic accidents might attract more outside attention. Although, it wasn’t that he couldn’t cut all the loose ends that might lead to himself.  
 
    After moving to his nice new home in Louisville’s Eastern suburbs, he didn’t want to stir up the waters here on his new home turf, not when he was expanding to more important clients on a national scale. These local crimes would become things of the past.  
 
    Stiles drove a less ostentatious car for this evenings work than his Aston Martin. Driving that car had been a careless concession to his feelings of invulnerability. Its use had led to both of his cleanups tonight. One of his Shields had conducted a full background check on the men he wanted to eliminate, and they were both former police officers of the LMPD, supplementing their disability benefits as part-time insurance investigators. Allowing some Tool to do a clumsy job this time might stir up some powerful emotions among their former friends still on the force. Their deaths shouldn’t look like deliberate hits, and certainly not from fires or from being run down in traffic accidents. 
 
         Stiles pulled up to the Blue Grass Mobile Home park close to Shively, just outside of Louisville, where Sheffield had lived since his release from prison. He had been waiting out his three years of probation while working at a building supply business, recently using arson for pay to supplement his income. The latter was a sideline Stiles had mentally pushed the reformed arsonist into resuming when he had lunch with Collier in this very trailer. An offer of money to pay in full for the unit was all that was needed to set up the lunch. After that, his love of fires and fire trucks was the weakness that Stiles exploited. That was just after Garth Arnold had learned his failing business had a savior that could sell his whiskey, and help him collect the insurance if it appeared to have burned. Sheffield was a convenient Tool with the right skills and predisposition, who needed only slight mental manipulation and no direct control by Stiles. 
 
    Parking on the road next to the trailer park, where Stiles had waited before when Collier was here for the interview, the aging single-wide trailer was only twenty feet the other side of the peeling white paint of the ranch-style fence. It was just after sunset, and the lights were on inside the trailer. There was a 500-gallon propane tank near the end of the trailer that he remembered from the previous visit. He seldom needed to be so directly involved in clean up, but for expediency tonight he would get his hands dirty. 
 
    He saw movements inside half-open curtains of the trailers on lots to either side of Sheffield’s. He projected a general instruction to every mind within his range. 
 
    Turn on your TV. There is an emergency weather broadcast of a local tornado warning area. You are at risk. Wait for the announcement. 
 
    That would keep them occupied and not looking out the windows. The fact that the sky was only partly cloudy wouldn’t matter. They wouldn’t see when Stiles climbed over the five-foot fence. 
 
    When he reached the door of the trailer, he looked through the window to see the man sitting on a couch and staring at his TV, waiting for the weather announcement. Thinking towards Sheffield only, he thought, take a nap, sleep deep and ignore the sounds you hear, the wind is picking up, but the storm isn’t close.   
 
    The man slumped back, raised his legs onto the couch and rested his head on the padded arm and closed his eyes. Stiles didn’t even wait. He opened the door softly and ignored the squeak of the hinges. He’d done things like this many times, and even if the man opened his eyes, he’d tell him he couldn’t move, and he’d stay where he was. Unless he grasped that his life was in danger, he couldn’t break free of that instruction. Even then he could be controlled.  
 
    If only he’d learned a means to force someone to have a heart attack or a stroke. He’d tried, but people didn’t have that level of control over their autonomic nervous system. They would hold their breath until they passed out, but then they resumed breathing. He’d tormented Pickling like that for the better part of a year at school in his freshman year, never letting him know it was him causing his distress. Willing him to die never worked, so eventually, he spoofed him into going onto the roof of the three-story building, and he dove off the edge into a non-existent pool. 
 
    He turned off the pilot lights on the water heater, stove, and furnace, and opened the feed to a burner that had a pan containing cold canned stew waiting to become dinner. The empty can was on the counter. Stiles heard the hiss of gas and smelled the slight rotten egg odor added to make a leak noticeable. He went to close the doors to the two bedrooms and bathroom to help the gas accumulate faster in the combined kitchen and living room. He closed a kitchen window he saw was half opened, and saw a pack of cigarettes on the kitchen table, with a lighter. He moved them to the coffee table by the couch. It was ironic. Of course, a firebug liked to smoke. 
 
    He turned off all the lights and the TV before easing out of the trailer.  Returning to his car, he drove down the road about seventy-five feet, staying within his mental range. He waited, using his educated estimate of when the fumes would reach a mix of about 5%. At below 2% and above 10%, there was a good probability of no ignition, and he didn’t want the man to suffocate quietly. He wanted a mess. 
 
    When he decided there had been enough time, he mentally sent, Wake-up Sheffield. You need a cigarette, and your fart stinks. 
 
    He drove down the road further, chuckling. He’d used the fart suggestion because once on a previous occasion, for another propane “accident,” the smell was obvious and made the victim suspicious. He’d had to suggest to that victim to close the door and go back inside, and then sent him into paralysis for a much slower asphyxiation. Tonight, he wanted the odor explained to his victim. An arsonist might notice and be alarmed, resisting a control suggestion for several minutes. 
 
    Inside, Sheffield stirred on the couch and wondered at the darkness. The power must be off, he thought.   
 
    Apparently, the storm had passed close by while he napped. Now he was hungry and wanted a cigarette. He recalled his smokes were on the kitchen table, but he banged his shins on the coffee table in the dark as he stood up, and when his hands pressed down to catch himself, he mashed the pack and felt his lighter there. Cursing at possibly crushing his only pack, he fumbled inside the flip top pack for one. It felt intact, but in the dark, he wasn’t sure. No point in trying the lamp on the end table. It was already on before the power failed.  
 
    He was also hungry since he’d been preparing a pan of stew before the weather advisory came. At least the gas stove didn’t require electrical power, and he could warm that up if he could see. Just before he flicked his lighter for its illumination, the scent of his fart attracted his attention. If he’d not eaten, why had his crummy digestion produced its typical response to greasy food? Had he eaten and just forgot? He saw a glow from next door and wondered why they had power, and he didn’t. He flicked the lighter to see his way to the stove, which permanently ruined his appetite.  
 
    Stiles couldn’t read thoughts, just send his to others, so there was no way to know if the spark came from a light being switched on or the flick of the lighter. In either case, there was a bright flash, and the boom of the blast proved the gas had reached an explosive mixture. The sides and roof of the flimsy trailer flew away in large fragments as the windows blew out in finer shrapnel. A few flames remained after the initial explosion, and the couch was on fire, with the wreckage of a body lying across it in the small yard. Even the units on each side looked severely damaged, and now there were shouts and screams of pain. Not that Stiles cared.  
 
    Next, he had to travel halfway to the other side of Louisville for his second cleanup task. There was no rush; he wanted to get to the Billings house after bedtime when the family of three should be asleep. He used his GPS to find the address. He wasn’t as familiar with the area, having spent all but the last year living in Jeffersonville. He had moved into his new territory a year after his mother’s suicide.  
 
    He’d not felt any particular grief or attachment to her, or to the bigger house where he’d moved them both when his and her fortunes improved before he graduated high school. He had her total devotion, and she still spoiled him with his favorite foods, but she was also a moral woman, and she gradually became aware of the number of people that he came into contact with that experienced grief or death, or did what he told them with nearly slavish devotion.  
 
    Her Shelly went through a steady string of girls and young women that acted as if he was Adonis when they were with him but seemed repulsed at other times. She assumed he was paying them for their attention and sexual favors. He harshly and cruelly rejected her comments to him, but for some reason, she was unable to criticize him after that. The words wouldn’t come to her. She finally recognized that he didn’t love her but kept her around out of his adolescent habits, and he was outgrowing those. 
 
    Neither of them had grieved for his father, and both were pleased with the results of the lawsuit his mother’s ambulance chasing attorney won for them. Then, he learned from his mother how the lawyer had bilked her out of more money than he was entitled to keep, claiming excessive expenses and fees, and he reported a large loss in an investment he’d urged her to make for Shelly’s future.  
 
    A high school Sophmore by then, Stiles cut the lawyer’s career short and managed to recover some of the money in an unusual secret cash payment to the teen, on the same day he died by driving off an embankment into the Ohio River.   
 
    After his mother had hanged herself two years ago, it altered his years of inertia of living the mildly profitable life he’d been living in Jeffersonville. It was obvious there was a bigger playground in the larger city on the other side of the river. He discovered he had ambitions. He’d been making what he thought was a lot of money with his scams in Jeffersonville, but he decided to search for new clients in Louisville. After he had recruited two new Shields there, they both independently told him they could find him richer clientele, and more of them. Because neither one knew about the other and couldn’t have conspired, he took their advice and made a move. It was the start of his ever-widening horizons.  
 
    Tonight would be what he hoped were the final steps in cutting ties to his former parochial level of crime in Jeffersonville and Louisville. He had recently made new contacts, who in the future would handle most such local cleanups, freeing his time for expanding his new high-profit interests, applying his skills on political and business influence in multiple states. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a leisurely late dinner, and a bit of rereading of the background information he’d paid for, Stiles arrived in the neighborhood of his next cleanup just before midnight. By examining the specifics of his two targets, he refined his plans for producing the actions he wanted to induce in the two Susceptibles. They would be his Tools, in as much as they would do his work for him. 
 
    Roger Billings had received his Duty Disability for a severe back injury he’d suffered, and he had several fused vertebrae and a rod in his back. The injury left him with chronic pain that at times flared to higher levels. He had a prescription for moderate back pain, and he used over the counter medicines when it was mild. However, for an intense breakthrough of pain, he had oxycodone, which he used sparingly. 
 
     Billings’ wife, Sandy, worked as a realtor, and they had a teenaged son at home. They were a typical family, which meant they probably kept normal hours, and would likely be in bed before or shortly after midnight, although for a Friday and not on a school night, they might stay up later. Stiles would make sure they felt too tired to stay up late tonight.  
 
    Parking in front of a pair of darkened homes on the residential street, Stiles had a good view of the Billings house, with a white van in the driveway bearing the tag Collier had partly read to him. There was an older model car next to it that was registered in the father’s name but was driven by the teen. The wife’s family car was likely in the garage.   
 
    There was a light seen through the blinds of a front bedroom, but the rest of the house appeared dark. Stiles sent what he referred to as a crowd control command, directed at every mind within roughly a hundred feet.  
 
    “You’re tired, turn off the lights and go to sleep now.  
 
    Not only did the light go out in the front bedroom of the Billings residence, but lights in the two houses on either side of them went out, and another one across the street did the same. That ensured no casual notice of his dark SUV and set the stage to avoid anyone inside the Billings house interfering. He gave them ten minutes to be truly asleep, as per his command.  
 
    He couldn’t see Billings to target his mind directly, so he thought his name. Roger, your back hurts bad, and you need to take an oxycodone. Get up without disturbing your wife, get your pills, and go to the kitchen and switch on a light. 
 
    In a few minutes, a faint glow of light through the front windows indicated there was a light in the kitchen at the rear of the house. 
 
    Roger, fill a water glass with whiskey or some other liquor. You have very bad breath. The bottle you brought with you contains breath mints. Swallow them all and wash them down. Drain the glass. 
 
    Stiles allowed thirty seconds to pass. Roger, turn the kitchen lights off and back on if you finished the mints. 
 
    When he saw the signal, he issued his final instruction. Roger, quietly go back to bed and sleep deep. 
 
    He couldn’t be certain how many of the original sixty pills the man took, but at 40 mg they were very potent, so even a half a dozen should be enough when combined with the alcohol.  It would be very annoying if he had to give up another night’s sleep if this failed to work. 
 
    He’d set the second address in his GPS earlier and selected it now. Gilbert Anderson was divorced and lived with a girlfriend, also a police officer, who was probably the reason his wife had divorced him last year. The two of them spent Friday nights at a police hangout, often staying until the 2:00 AM closing time, drinking, dancing, and talking to friends and acquaintances. That was why he’d saved Anderson for last since he’d be out late. He hoped they’d both been drinking a lot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was after two thirty when Gil and Maureen reached home. He’d been the “light drinker” tonight for driving. They were acutely aware of the problems that arose when someone in law enforcement received a DUI citation. Gil wasn’t on the job anymore, but Maureen was, and they both adhered to the designated driver rule when out together. There were nights they carpooled with friends, and let a third-party drive so they could party harder, but tonight wasn’t one of those evenings. Gil did the driving, and he’d consumed only three beers and had eaten at Harvey’s, slowing the alcohol’s absorption. 
 
    It had been an anniversary of a sort, of Gil’s moving in with Maureen, and she had celebrated for them both. They’d been secretly meeting one another even before he lost his lower leg when a shootout left him with an unsalvageable shattered left knee and shin. He hadn’t wanted a desk job, so he took his disability income, and went to work for Dan. Maureen had helped pull him out of his initial depression and pushed him to go to physical therapy. He barely had a limp now and could dance almost as well as he ever had. 
 
    He pulled up to the single car garage and shut off the lights and ignition. Maureen’s car was in the garage of the thirty-three-year-old three-bedroom brick home, which she’d acquired when her parents retired and ran off to the Florida sunshine. He opened the door and stepped down from his six-year-old Grand Cherokee, which he’d retained from the divorce. 
 
    Gil said, “Hey kiddo, let me come around and get you.” It wasn’t pitch dark, a street light was two houses away, and they’d left on the front porch light. 
 
    Maureen, the independent woman that she was said, “I’m not that drunk babe, I can walk just fine.” She didn’t wait for him to come around to help her out.  
 
    She should have waited because she was tipsy, and she misjudged the Jeep’s higher step down compared to her sedan. Her right foot traveled down several inches more than expected, landing with her leg extended straight, knee locked, putting her off balance with the jarring stop.  She had held onto the door’s armrest with her left hand as she pivoted, but took a long step with her left foot to get her balance, stepping just beyond the edge of the driveway and planted her high heel deep into the grass.  
 
    With a laughing “Whoops,” and a giggle when she fell to her hands and knees, dropping her purse, she hardly looked graceful when she fell over on her right side, skirt riding up her thighs as she rolled onto her back. When Gil rounded the back of the Jeep, he was greeted with the sight of his girlfriend, legs akimbo, panties showing, and laughing at herself hysterically. 
 
    He hurried to her, “Are you OK hon?” 
 
    Still laughing, she pretended to wave him away. “No, No, I’m not that damned drunk lover. I can crawl just fine.” Her impromptu joke struck her as even funnier, and she made no effort to get up yet, laughing even harder.  
 
    Seeing she was fine, Gil started laughing with her, thinking of the spectacle they made. Him down on his right knee almost between her upraised legs and her skirt pushed up high.  
 
    Chuckling, he said, “Mrs. Hanover will think we’re having sex in the front yard if she hears us.” That was the busybody elderly neighbor that had lived next door to Maureen’s parents for decades. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, still giggling. “Are you ready to ravish me here in the grass?”  
 
    “Tempted,” he said, kidding, “but there’s too damn much dew tonight.” His good right knee was wet through his pants from the cool, moist grass. 
 
    He helped her up and retrieved her purse as she straightened her skirt and pulled her high heel out of the sod.  
 
    As they walked around the Jeep, she grinned sheepishly. “Damn. Six years of dance lessons before thirteen, and I have all the grace of a giraffe.” She was tall with long legs and had been teased about that when she was in high school. 
 
    “How about you wrap those lovely long legs around me when we get to bed?” It was a frequent invitation after a late night out. 
 
    “That sounds like fun. We can sleep in since I have an evening shift tomorrow,” 
 
    As they entered the house and flipped off the porch light, they were unaware of the dark SUV parked out of the direct glow of the streetlight. Observing the woman’s clumsiness getting out of the car had slightly altered a previous plan, as often happened when Stiles was feeling “creative.” They had been out drinking, and she was drunker than he was. Anderson, the former cop, was also living with a cop. His new idea presented a reasonable scenario, and he sent the appropriate mental commands. 
 
    Despite their seductive talk outside, no sooner than they reached their bedroom they both felt unexplainably exhausted after feeling aroused when they entered the house. 
 
    They quickly undressed and donned sleepwear, kissed briefly, each said they loved the other, turned out the light and they were asleep shortly after their heads hit the pillows. They lay that way for perhaps fifteen minutes before Gil thought he heard the slight rumbling sound of the garage door opening. Suddenly fully awake, he heard the soft snore from Maureen on the other side of the bed. He shoved the sheet and comforter aside in a pile on his side of the bed as he rose quietly. 
 
    He reached down to his nightstand and pulled open the hinged section of the false trim above the drawer, which covered a compartment where he kept his nine-millimeter. They had no kids, so there was no trigger lock for safety, and he always kept a magazine inserted.  
 
    He quietly left the bedroom and walked to the other side of the house, avoiding furniture and obstacles by the streetlight streaming through the front windows. He reached the end of the short hall that led past the small laundry room and paused with his ear next to the door into the garage. He couldn’t hear anything, but the sound of the main door raising had awakened him. 
 
    He racked the slide to chamber a round as quietly as he could and checked to be sure the doorknob was unlocked, as it normally was. He turned the knob, pulling slightly on the door so it wouldn’t click when the brass latch retracted. The door always stuck slightly in humid weather and made a minor scraping sound. If there was anyone in the garage looking for something to steal, they might hear it if he tried a slow entry. He would do it quick. 
 
    When the knob was fully rotated, he placed his shoulder to the door by the jam, and pushed it open quickly, with an audible scrape. He ducked down and stepped quickly into the partly dark interior, sweeping his weapon from side to side, his head swiveling with his aim. The big door was closed, and he could see Maureen’s car by the streetlight shining through the four small windows in the roll-up door. He checked both sides of the car, avoiding the tools hanging on one wall, and looked inside the open passenger window, then checked the three feet of space behind the car. Nothing seemed out of place. 
 
    He suddenly felt the need for more light, so he closed the house door and flipped on the single bulb ceiling light, and looked around, then looked under the car, and walked to the garage door. For some reason, he felt compelled to open the big door part way. It was locked, as usual as he thumbed the release, and it made the normal noise he thought he’d heard when something had awakened him. He let it roll back down, and it banged to the floor harder than he intended. 
 
    It was a false alarm. It must have been a dream. Feeling foolish, Gil removed the magazine and cleared the round he’d chambered, and shoved the bullet back into the top of the clip before reinserting. He put on the safety and tucked it into the waistband of his sleeping shorts and went to the house door. 
 
    He opened the door, making more noise this time, and switched off the light as he stepped through. Otherwise, the glow would travel all the way down the two central hallways to the open bedroom door. No need to rouse Maureen because of his dream. 
 
    Just as he passed the living room, he saw a hulking figure to his left, outlined against the light from the street. The person was hunched over in a pistol firing stance, both hands on what he knew was a gun. When he heard a voice say, “Freeze, or I’ll shoot,” his mind went into an automatic mode. 
 
    He dropped to the floor as he reached for his pistol, knowing the light from outside might make his action visible to the intruder. He quickly racked the round he’d previously cleared as he landed on his right side. The intruder, weapon at the ready was faster. The flash of the other’s gun and the impact of the bullet in his chest was simultaneous to his senses. He fired back at the center of the dark mass, even as his assailant fired three more times. One hit his torso again, and another struck the arm holding his gun, causing his second shot to go wide. That was his last shot, as the third return shot hit him in the center of his face. It cut off his warning shout. “Maureen, wake up, there’s…” 
 
    His eyes were closing as he saw the intruder drop to his knees. He’d hit him. Maureen surely would have heard the gunshots and his shout. She’d be armed when she looked down the hall from the bedroom and saw him on the floor. That was his final thought. 
 
    What he didn’t see, was the intruder crawling to his side, and inexplicably scream.  
 
    Outside, the man in the dark SUV had seen and heard the multiple flashes of gunfire and smiled. He’d seen the dim figure of the woman standing close to the front window, where he’d drawn her with the belief she had heard two low voices speaking Spanish from out front. She’d been instructed to take her weapon with her and believed she saw Gill asleep in bed. The fact that this was Louisville, Kentucky, with a very low Hispanic population didn’t seem odd to her tonight.  
 
    Seeing the light from the garage shining on the Jeep, and hearing the door bang down, it was obvious an intruder was in in the garage. When the house door scraped just as the garage light went out, she realized they were now inside. She was ready for them and would have the drop on the two men she was sure were in her house. 
 
     When the flurry of shots ended, Stiles started his engine and pulled slowly up the street to pass in front of the house. That’s when he unexpectedly heard a woman scream. He stopped, and a light came on in the living room of the house. He saw a backlit silhouette of a bent over woman, gun in hand, looking down. The scream of anguish he’d heard provided him another inspiration, as he continued slowly up the street.  
 
    Maureen, you killed your lover, you can’t live with that. Show him your love and die with him. 
 
    He laughed at the sound and flash of a final gunshot as he crossed the end of the driveway. In case anyone had heard the gunshots or scream, he sent a general command to anyone awake in the nearby houses. That was only firecrackers and a celebration you heard. Go back to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Funerals and Feds  
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson was awakened a little after eight in the morning Saturday when a sobbing Sandy called the house line to tell him that Roger was dead. He’d died in his sleep, and she discovered it when he was unresponsive in the morning. The EMTs were there with the uniformed officer that had responded, and the officer had just called the coroner’s office. 
 
    After the initial shocked reaction and with Barbara on an extension to help calm their friend, Dan asked if she was alone, or if her son Jason was with her. She said Jason had left earlier for his weekend job at a local grocery before she’d tried to wake Roger for breakfast. 
 
    “Sandy, I’m so sorry. Barb and I will be right over. Was Roger feeling bad last night?” 
 
    “No. At least he didn’t say anything. I’d appreciate it if you came over, to be here before I call Jason to come home. I don’t want to tell him about his Dad before he drives home.”  
 
    Dan poked his head into his daughter’s room before they left. “Stacy? Wake up, honey. Your Mom and I have to go out. Sandy called and said Roger died in his sleep last night. We’re going over there.” 
 
    She took a moment to absorb the words as she shook the sleep from her mind. “Oh no. Did he have a heart attack?” At thirty-four, Roger had seemed old to her, and old people had bad hearts or strokes.   
 
    “We don’t know. Stay close to the phone, and we’ll call you.”  
 
    “Call me on my cell, dad; I may go out. I’ll be available if you need me. Poor Jason will be devastated.” 
 
    “Don’t call him yet. He’s at his weekend job, and his mother won’t call him home until we’re there.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
     They rushed to get dressed and were in the car in ten minutes. He’d asked Barb to drive so he could make some calls on his cell phone. He called Gil’s cell phone, but it went to voicemail. Next, he called Maureen’s cell. Unlike Grayson, they didn’t have a house line. 
 
    “Gil and Maureen were probably out late since they aren’t answering. I’ll let them sleep it off.” 
 
    He called a couple of Roger’s former partners who were still active duty and asked them to notify the FOP lodge where Roger was a member. After that, they talked a little about Roger and Sandy, and Dan mentioned the arson case Roger was working. In twenty minutes, they were at the Billings residence, where they saw a Medical Examiner’s van parked on the street next to a patrol car, and an EMT ambulance was in the driveway. 
 
    They entered the partly opened front door, and a distraught Sandy rushed to them and blurted, “Dan, they think he took his own life.” She started crying. “Why would he do that? Things were going well for us. His working regular hours and being home more had brought us closer together. I thought he was happy. He seemed fine last night.” 
 
    “Whoa, Sandy.” He wanted her to calm down. He hugged her and then asked, “Did the ME say that? It’s too soon for that sort of determination. Let me talk to him.” 
 
    “Her. She’s in the bedroom. But I didn’t hear it from her; I overheard the officer and the EMT crew talking in the Kitchen. They found his pain medicine container, and it’s empty.” 
 
    He looked at Barb and gestured towards the couch. She took the cue and said, “Sandy, Dan will speak with them. Why don’t we sit down so we can talk?”  
 
    Grayson, well familiar with the house headed towards the kitchen, but a young uniformed officer intercepted him at the archway. “Sir, I’m sorry, I can’t let you in here. There’s evidence that forensics needs to collect.” 
 
    Looking over the man’s shoulder, Grayson said mildly, “I can appreciate that. I’m a retired detective from LMPD, Major Case Division and formerly in Homicide, and Roger Billings was a sergeant on the SWAT team when he was injured on the job and has been on Duty Disability for two years.” That informed the patrolman that he was dealing with someone that knew how things worked around crime scenes, and the dead man was part of the police brotherhood.  
 
     Then Dan added sharply, “If there’s evidence to preserve, how about you chasing the two EMT technicians sitting at the Goddamned kitchen table outside, and have them stop disturbing the f-ing evidence?” He paused to look at the officer’s name tag, “Officer Garibaldi.” 
 
    The EMTs overheard the conversation and looked sheepish as they stood up to walk out the back door. Garibaldi flushed and watched them leave, each of them leaving a partial glass of ice water sitting on the table. 
 
    Trying to defend his apparent laxity, the officer explained, “They were already sitting there drinking water, with the permission of Mrs. Billings when the ME arrived. That’s when they first saw the empty oxycodone pill container on the sink counter, next to an open half bottle of whiskey, and a water glass that has what looks and smells like whiskey residue in the bottom. I’m afraid Mrs. Billings heard us speculating. I’m sorry she heard us when we mentioned this to the ME, Samantha Atkerson, who’s in the bedroom examining the body.” 
 
    Grayson nodded. “Did you or the technicians touch the pill bottle, the glass, or the whiskey bottle?” 
 
    “No, Sir. I asked them about that, and they said they only got close enough to read the prescription label for sixty pills, and I sniffed the glass without touching it. We may have jumped to a conclusion, but we didn’t touch the evidence that might matter.” 
 
    The young officer was deferring to Grayson’s former authority as if he was still on active duty, so he softened his tone. “Then I don’t think you contaminated that particular evidence, but they certainly left their prints on those glasses, possibly on the table and chairs, and probably the faucet handles or refrigerator. Make certain you, and they leave your prints with the forensics team when they come so that they can exclude you. No need to waste investigator time looking for some strangers when they don’t need to look for the three of you.”  
 
    He had a bad feeling about this. If the prints on the key evidence all belonged to Roger, then even he was jumping to the same early conclusion, particularly if an autopsy confirmed an overdose was the cause of death. Of course, that depended on how many pills had remained of that prescription, and what level of drugs they found in his system. He’d not mention any of these details to Sandy right now. 
 
    He and Barb stayed until Jason came home and learned his father had died. By then, Roger’s sister had arrived, and Sandy’s brother, who invited her and Jason to come to his house while there was an investigation conducted in the home. 
 
    Dan had tried to call Gil and Maureen two more times. It was almost eleven when he and Barb followed Sandy and Jason out of the house with her brother after the ME and the two EMTs, removed Roger’s body.  
 
    That was when Grayson received a cell call from the owner of the building where he leased space for his investigative firm. There had been a break-in, and the front door had been forced, with file cabinets and desks ransacked.  
 
    He told Barb after they were walking to the car, not wishing to add to Sandy’s stress. “Do you mind if I drive? You can call Stacy and tell her what we know.” 
 
    When they reached the modest office, the strip mall’s property manager was there, with a pair of police officers that Grayson had asked him to call. He wanted a report filed if any property was missing or damaged, for which he had insurance, and had asked for a forensics team to look for prints. He had no alarm or video surveillance system, so perhaps one of the other businesses might have video coverage of the sidewalk and parking lot. 
 
    There was a pry mark on the door frame, and inside there was litter on the floor from papers and items that had been in the in-out boxes, or in the drawers that were left partly open for the three desks, one for each of the partners. Careful not to disturb potential fingerprints, Grayson looked inside Gil’s normally locked top right drawer, where he kept his laptop. It was gone, and Gil was adamant about not taking work home with him. He always left it here. There wasn’t one found for Roger, but sometimes he took his laptop with him on investigations, and he’d been out yesterday. He could check with Sandy later after things had settled down. Dan’s laptop was at home. 
 
    The sturdy metal file cabinet showed the same pry marks as on the door, and nearly every file folder for past and present cases was missing, as was a cardboard box that had held spare office supplies. Someone had dumped the supplies on the floor, and the box presumably was used to carry the files out of the office. A new TV, mounted on a wall, was still there where they all could view it when they wanted to watch news or sports on a slow day. It obviously wasn’t a break-in for petty theft and a quick sale. Someone wanted to know what cases the firm was investigating. 
 
    Fortunately, Grayson had bought Cloud storage for his small business, so he and each of his partners could access one another’s files, and have protected copies. He could recover nearly everything they had worked on, possibly including any entries or records they had made yesterday. He immediately suspected a connection between the break-in and Gil’s investigation, because of the connection to Habersham’s work for Calder Business Insurance.  
 
    Now he wanted to find out what Gil had learned yesterday after meeting with the cement truck driver, and which might have provoked a reaction to his continuing that investigation. Besides, he needed to tell him about Roger’s death.  
 
    That was the first moment he’d mentally brought the three elements together. Roger’s death, the break-in and the Habersham cases, and now Gil or Maureen not answering their phones. He called both numbers again, and they went to voice mail. He decided to use his links to friends still in LMPD, and ask for a favor. 
 
    He called someone he expected to be on duty on a Saturday, and in a position to help. “Hey Bradly, this is Dan Grayson, I need to ask a favor, and to give you some sad news at the same time.” 
 
    He described Roger’s sudden death overnight and mentioned the break-in at his office. “I need to finish taking inventory and see what else we can find out about who broke in and took a laptop and some case files. I can’t leave the office right now since someone from forensics is coming over. Gil Anderson, my other partner, was probably at Harvey’s drinking until late last night with his girlfriend, and neither is answering their phones this morning. He had three insurance fraud cases that someone has been trying very hard to block the investigations. Could you send a patrol car over to his house to get his hungover butt out of bed? Tell the unit it’s a welfare check as an excuse.” He gave him the address.  
 
    In reply to a question, he said, “I think Gil may have provoked the break-in here after an interview he had yesterday as part of our investigation, and I also want to tell him about Roger’s death, so I need him to call me.” 
 
    Bradley was a Sergeant friend in the LMPD Dispatcher Division and worked most weekends. He could send a patrol unit to Gil’s house to knock on the door. The late sleepers couldn’t mute a damned doorbell or a knock on the door. 
 
    Shortly after that, a Crime Scene Unit arrived to collect evidence, take pictures, and check for prints. As they finished working a section while Dan observed, Barb started picking up the mess of papers and items dumped out of drawers as the evidence collection moved away from them. It was almost noon when Bradley called Grayson back. 
 
    “Dan, here’s a serious heads-up warning. Homicide is sending a unit over to your office. They want you to wait there to ask you some questions. It’s bad Dan. The patrol unit didn’t get an answer at the address where you said Gil Anderson was staying, so they looked through a window. They spotted two bodies on the floor and a pistol in a female victim’s hand. They broke in, and I’m sorry to tell you this, but they’re both dead of gunshot wounds.” 
 
    Grayson was stunned and sat down suddenly. “Oh my God. Are the responders sure it’s Gil and Maureen?” A chill filled Grayson’s entire body. He knew it had to be them. 
 
    Bradly confirmed his feeling. “They were wearing bedclothes, and they were the only two in the locked house. Their picture IDs were in wallets in the master bedroom and Maureen’s badge. It's them for certain. They appear to have died in a shootout with one another, and the woman killed herself when it was over. She was laying over his body, gun in her hand.” 
 
    Barb had heard his phone ring while she cleaned up, but when he suddenly sat down with that exclamation, she rushed over to him as he offered the caller his thanks and disconnected. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” He shook his head. “Gil and Maureen are dead. They appear to have shot one another.”  
 
    Barb’s gasp drew his attention to her lovely face, which fortunately their daughter had inherited. Suddenly, a sense of fear gripped him that he couldn’t explain. He hurriedly pressed a speed dial. 
 
    Waiting for the ring to start, he clutched her hand. “You called Stacy earlier. Where was she? I don’t want her home alone.” 
 
    Startled by his intensity, she said, “She was over at Carl’s house. She asked if she could have lunch with him and his family. I said yes. Why would Stacy being home and alone matter?” Their daughter was cool-headed, and she would be upset to hear of the deaths of two more of her parent’s friends, but she would hardly be distraught enough to harm herself. 
 
    When he placed a hand on his lower pant leg, where he carried his ankle gun, as if to verify it was there, she realized he was worried about more than she understood.  
 
    He looked relieved when his daughter answered. “Stacy, there have been some…,” he grasped for safer words than horrible or tragic,  “disturbing developments this morning. My office also had a break-in, and it’s possible that it’s related to an investigation into several insurance frauds worth a great deal of money. Before we took on these cases, there were innocent people targeted to stop these investigations. My company recently contracted to work on these investigations, and our last name is in front of the firm’s name. I want you to stay away from our house until your Mom or I pick you up.  Can you stay at Carl’s house for a couple more hours?”   
 
     Her puzzled answer came considerably happier sounding than he felt. “Sure Dad. I was going to call and ask Mom if I could stay. We’re going to play board games with Carl’s sister and his mother. If anything changes, I’ll call you or Mom. Did they take anything valuable from your office?” She’d been there often and had never seen much of value to a thief. 
 
    “I think they were after our files on the cases we were working. That might tell them how close we were to proving fraud, and who benefitted.” He left his half-formed concerns at that explanation and told her he loved her before disconnecting the call. 
 
    His wife looked at him, worried. “You mentioned Gil had the three new related cases you accepted from that local Insurance company. This afternoon you said there was a string of fatalities that could be part of an effort to end the investigations. Is that what has you worried? That what happened to Gil and Maureen is connected to the cases?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you how paranoid I am right now,” he answered. “The previous deaths in those cases appeared to be undeniably accidental. Roger was out investigating a different case yesterday. He went to bed feeling fine, and Sandy found him dead this morning. It looks like he may have gotten up in the night to swallow a bunch of pain pills, taking a big slug of whiskey that he would know better than to do. Then, he went back to bed to die? I can’t fathom him doing that.” He continued his wild speculation. 
 
    “The same night, Gil and Maureen get ready for bed, and before dawn it looks as if they got into a gunfight in their own house, killing one another. That’s the same night my office gets broken into, and someone takes our active files. Yes, I’m feeling paranoid.” 
 
    “Dan, these have to be coincidental tragedies. Would Sandy not know if someone forced Roger to take an overdose? It’s not impossible that someone could stage a scene that looks like Gil and Maureen fought, but both of them are police trained and have weapons. I don’t see those love birds having that sort of fight, and certainly not them letting anyone get the drop on them in their home.” 
 
    He glanced at the two CSI’s checking for prints at the front of the office and spoke softer. “I also hear the sounds of paranoia in your explanation. You don’t believe they would shoot one another in an argument either, and all three of these events happened on the same night? Let me tell you what happened to the previous investigator that had Gil’s cases, and how strange the cases are he was investigating.” 
 
    When he finished talking softly to her, the forensic team had packed away their fingerprint samples and were ready to go. The two officers that had responded to the property manager’s call had also departed. Now the Grayson’s were waiting for a pair of homicide detectives to arrive to ask them about Gil and Maureen’s relationship. 
 
    It was late afternoon before they picked up Stacy, and without explaining why, they stayed the night at Barb’s sister’s house, discussing the day’s tragedies without offering Stacy any of their speculations. Dan slept poorly that night and over the next several days. He was involved with Sandy, members of the FOP, Gil and Maureen’s families, helping with the planning of three funerals. It was emotional and stressful. 
 
    Finally, two weeks later when the funerals were over, and there were no indication of any suspicious activities, or anyone watching the Grayson home, Dan, working from home, opened his laptop and finally started recovering the files from the active cases that Roger and Gil had been working.  
 
    When he started to cross check the people Gil met or saw on that dreadful Friday, he did an internet search of police reports from the preceding month for Louisville and Jeffersonville, for their names or for similar crimes, to see if anything would pop up that might suggest some relationship to Gil’s cases. He included Roger’s people of interest just to be complete.  
 
    He was surprised at the only name that hit, learning that the arsonist in Roger’s case had died when his trailer exploded from a gas leak. When he read the date and time, his blood ran cold. The arsonist was the first to die the night his three friends died.  
 
    Roger’s notes said after he had engineered a contentious meeting of Sheffield with the reputed middleman, Dallas Collier, he had tracked Collier to his condo and overheard part of a conversation with his boss. When he retrieved a GPS tracker and an audio bug he’d planted under the dash of his car, he mentioned additional conversation. Roger had believed he’d discovered the name of Collier’s boss, someone that was responsible for arranging other cases of insurance fraud. A person named Stiles. The tracker and audio bug weren't on or inside Roger’s desk or in the pried open file cabinet where they kept several types of electronic devices in a bottom drawer. They were gone and now were on his lost property list for an insurance claim. 
 
    Unlikely as it seemed, it appeared possible the death of Sheffield that night represented a connection between all four cases, and a man named Stiles might be involved. Roger’s death had been ruled a suicide by the ME, despite Sandy’s strenuous objection. Grayson now questioned that ruling as well. He had no idea how anyone could arrange that apparent suicide without Sandy being aware or Roger resisting. He also didn’t buy the early consensus that Gil and Maureen’s death was a domestic dispute that ended in a murder-suicide because both parties had been drinking and both owned guns. Now he’d cautiously look for links to anyone named Stiles, seeking connections to the four fraud investigations.  
 
    He belatedly noticed the icon on Roger’s last notes that indicated there was an MP3 file attached. He saved the attachment and clicked on it to play it on his laptop. It started with Collier’s partial conversation with Stiles, and when he heard him say he’d follow anyone that came out after he left, it suggested Collier might have spotted Roger right then. Although Roger had used a tracker, so he wouldn’t need to follow him too closely.  
 
    There was some engine noise on the audio, and sounds of muffled traffic for nearly twenty minutes. Grayson kept listening because there was more on the recording, based on the file’s timeline. Eventually, Collier’s voice returned. 
 
    “It’s Dallas, Sir. I’m headed back to my condo.” There was a pause as he listened.  
 
    “Yes, Sir. The idiot told me I’d better not call his Parole Officer, that he might crack under pressure. It was a veiled threat to keep me from calling. That’s something I wouldn’t have done anyway. He must still live in Shively, the same dump I helped him buy when you wanted to use him for the warehouse job. He can’t move without his PO’s permission.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll keep an eye on the TV and call back if anything turns up.” 
 
    Pause again. “What time Friday? All night? Sure. I’ll entertain with some friends and a few girls, so I’ll have an alibi and video to show I was home all night.” 
 
    Pause. “Yes, Sir. I’ll call back in an hour or so.” 
 
    From there it was simply driving sounds until the echo effect, and the engine shut off suggesting he’d entered the parking garage that Roger said was attached to his building. A door slammed, and there was just a hiss noise until the sound activated recorder shut off. An instant later, on playback that is; it was twenty minutes later based on the device’s internal clock, the door opened, a muffled sound was heard, and the sound of a car door closing softly. That had to be when Roger recovered his GPS and the recorder, which continued to record. Dan heard the echo of Roger’s steps walking out of the garage, and the last words he’d ever hear from his dead friend and partner. 
 
    “Don’t look up dummy. Don’t give ‘em your face.” Then the recording ended as he must have switched it off. 
 
    The last comment puzzled Grayson. Roger was walking out of the parking garage. Why tell himself not to look up, and at what? He didn’t want to give them his face he’d said. That implied a ceiling camera.  
 
    Grayson switched to the internet, to search for the condominium name Roger said was on the structure. 
 
    He found the sales and leasing company that managed that property. He read off the conveniences offered, then read about the security features, such as CCTV over the locked front entrance, cameras at the side covered entry from the garage, and one over the gated garage entry. Residents could remotely admit guests and see who it was on a special channel of their TV in their apartments. Collier must have watched as Roger entered his car and somehow identified who he was. Collier was instructed to provide himself an alibi for that Friday night. The same night that Sheffield died in an explosion, Roger died of a drug overdose, and Gil and Maureen killed each other in a shootout at home.  
 
    Collier couldn’t have had a part in the killings, and he would have an airtight alibi and video to back his claim of being at home all night. The man named Stiles was involved, either ordering it done, or doing it himself. 
 
    Grayson knew the motive, probably who was responsible, and he knew the cause of the deaths of his friends, but not the manner of death. He didn’t know how they were made to happen.  
 
    Sheffield’s killing was well planned to look accidental, but it was not as complex to arrange. Somehow, Roger’s murderer arranged for him to die in bed next to his wife of an overdose, and she wasn’t aware of anything being wrong. The prints on the pill container, the whiskey bottle, and the glass were all Roger’s. Sandy never drank whiskey, preferring red wine or a fancy frozen drink if out for the evening, so not finding her prints on the bottle was reasonable. Roger’s death only implicated himself. 
 
    Gil and Maureen each had been shot by the other’s gun, from several yards apart, except when she used her gun to end her own life, draped over Gil’s body. It wasn’t plausible that some outsider staged the murder and apparent suicide there in the living room and hallway. The gunshot residue indicated all the shots were fired from eight to ten feet away, except for the final temple shot for Maureen.  
 
    The series of threats, then killings, to get to Habersham to end his investigation and perhaps hide what his research might reveal were also not as complex to accomplish. That is until he considered the cement truck driver’s actions. If he was as innocent as Gil believed he was, based on the notes he wrote, then his actions proved to be as inexplicable as those of the three automobile drivers who had no idea how they somehow ran down three heavily insured business men they didn’t know.  
 
    How Stiles, or someone in his organization, managed to make seemingly law-abiding citizens do things to accomplish their criminal goals for profit was a mystery. Grayson considered what to call the drivers. Were they actors, executors, proxy’s, or operators? He hadn’t yet encountered the term Susceptibles.  
 
    He wondered if they were willing participants, or unwilling? It was like they functioned under some compulsion implanted by a skilled hypnotist. Except hypnotized people supposedly wouldn’t do what they found to be against their morals or ethics. If they didn’t have such objections, they might go along with a suggestion, particularly if there was a reward for doing what they might wish to do anyway. 
 
    He looked for an attachment in Gils notes as Roger had placed in his files, which might have been uploaded from his laptop that afternoon. He said he was going to visit the city traffic division to find recordings of the collision that killed Habersham. 
 
    He didn’t find anything but decided to look through the box of electronics he’d carried home from the office. The damaged front door and file cabinet hadn’t been secured, so Barb had gathered up items that were worth stealing from the floor debris, such as an electric pencil sharpener, their coffee maker, and other small items. He rooted around in that box and found a small thumb drive with a city property label taped to it, saying it was from the traffic division. 
 
    He placed it in a USB port and found it held four MP3 files, with names that contained case file numbers and dates that matched the accidents Gil was investigating. He played them all, and even without notes to guide him, he saw the same black sports car Habersham saw at one crash scene suddenly appear in the video of the cement truck that killed that investigator.  
 
    The same thin mystery man was at the scene of all four deaths. Could he be Stiles? He was determined to find out who he was, but he needed to shift the source of the investigation away from himself and his now one-man-firm. If Stiles was willing to kill innocent family members of whoever tried to investigate him, Grayson wanted to stay in the shadows.  
 
    To Hell with recovering the insurance money, he thought. I want the bastard caught. Or dead. 
 
    He made copies of all the files to a larger flash drive, including Habersham’s files and the note additions made by Roger and Gil. Tomorrow, he would turn everything he had over to the Major Case Division, and his old boss. This time the investigators would be backed by a major police force and crime lab, and not the limited resources of insurance fraud investigators.  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having finished his lengthy explanation, Grayson stood to shake hands with his former boss. “Captain Franklin, I won’t take more of your time. The paper copies of the files we received from Calder Business Insurance are here; the written notes that my deceased partners made from their investigations, and a flash drive with electronic copies of the same files and the audio and video files my guys acquired. I’ll admit, I want these cases out of my hands. I never feared for myself on the job, or from threats, which a few perps made to get even with me, but these cases have led to the deaths of investigators and their family members, and I believe cost the lives of three of my friends. I never feared for my wife or daughter from any case I worked. This is different.” 
 
    “Dan, I promise I’ll assign several men to this. I knew Roger and Gil slightly, although I never met Maureen. We didn’t get to talk much at their funerals, but I had no idea their deaths were connected.” 
 
    “Sir, I didn’t fit the pieces together until yesterday, when I recovered their files to resume working the investigations. I don’t know who Stiles is, or how he manages to manipulate people to do what he wants, but he’s ruthless and clever. I honestly don’t see how we can get a conviction unless he confessed or we turn some of his people, and they tell us how he arranged these fake accidents.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll put enough resources on this to find out who he is, and how he’s connected to these cases. I’ll keep you informed of our progress. You know one of the detectives I’ll put on this. You taught Doug Blandford the ropes when he first transferred into this division.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, a bright guy. I’m sure he’ll do a thorough job.” He could also call him unofficially to keep up with the case. He left feeling optimistic; a burden felt lifted that had him fearful for the safety of his wife and daughter. The feeling of relief lasted nearly a week. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without his partners to share the workload, and four of his cases now too toxic to touch, he had started working from home and was debating whether to continue leasing office space to cut expenses. He had cash reserves from two significant insurance recoveries he’d been paid for earlier this year after the court cases concluded in favor of his corporate clients. He was thinking about expanding his clientele or giving up investigations in favor of providing security advice for large businesses or to wealthy clients.  
 
    Blandford, as he’d promised, had called him twice this week to update him on progress on the four cases. Once to tell him Homicide was reviewing the findings of not only the four vehicular deaths but had reopened the cases on the deaths of his two partners and those of Habersham’s family, motivated by Grayson’s information. In part, it was because his partners were former members of the force. As active FOP members, they were still considered part of the brotherhood of blue. 
 
    In the second call, two days ago, Blandford said the web of people linked to suspected insurance fraud had revealed a pattern of accidental deaths. Many of the older cases involved potential witnesses connected to cases in Jeffersonville. The insurance frauds had involved smaller sums across the river in Indiana, but once they started looking, the number of accidental deaths that ended investigations for lack of witnesses was unusual. It appeared as if a small organization had outgrown the limited market in Jeffersonville, and two years ago spread to Louisville, but it had always been lethal. 
 
    Blandford informed him of the expanding investigation. “Dan, the captain has contacted the FBI, since this appears to be an interstate enterprise. I’ll have to relinquish jurisdiction if they take over. Special Agent in Charge, Marion Claudel, just called me. She’s been handed the case.”  
 
    Doug had said Special Agent in Charge with a hint of derision. Local police sometimes resented having a potentially big case taken from them in a change of jurisdiction, feeling their work was being handed over to others that would claim credit for solving the case. There was respect for the FBI, but probably a bit of envy for their public prestige and level of training. For Dan, it was a welcome bit of news. He wanted the threads followed wherever they led. 
 
    “Have you found out who this Stiles person is?”  
 
    “The last name isn’t common, but there are enough to make it hard to narrow down without a first name. The black sports car in the two videos is a 2015 Aston Martin DB9 Carbon Edition. There are no local dealerships, but the nearest one is in Indianapolis, which might tie in with the state where the whole insurance fraud enterprise appears to have originated. There are five cars of that model registered in or around Louisville, and three are black. A rich Louisville investor and a financial investment advisor has one, and his name’s Parker Stiles. He moved to Louisville from Jeffersonville a year ago. Overly coincidental, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Damn right. Do you know where he got his money?” 
 
    “I asked the Financial Crimes unit to check him out. It appears to be legitimate income on the surface, but he has some very influential people as friends and clients, such as local and state politicians that he has helped get richer. I can’t bring him in for questioning just because some crook spoke his last name in an illegally recorded phone conversation, which isn’t admissible in court anyway.  
 
    “Particularly now that SAC Claudel, of the local FBI office, has our cases.” Again there was Blandford’s annoyed tone of voice for the FBI’s involvement.  
 
    Grayson always had a cordial relationship with the agents he’d worked with in the past, but that feeling wasn’t universal for other detectives. All he wanted was for the people responsible for his friend's deaths to be caught and punished. Besides, these had been his firm’s cases, and he had given them to the LMPD to investigate. The FBI had additional resources to bring to the table, which suited him just fine.  
 
    Things were progressing well, from his point of view. 
 
    Then, two days later, he was sent a surprising email confirming his termination of the cloud memory storage account for his firm, and informing him his instructions to scrub his confidential files were followed. He also was thanked for his final payment,    
 
    When he attempted to log into his account, the screen message said either his account number or his password was invalid. When he called the contact number, he was informed their records indicated he had appeared in person to close the account and had made the final payment. Because the small company’s only office was in Denver, Colorado, his argument that he certainly had not been there in person didn’t alter their position that the man had provided proper photo identification.  His account was closed, and his files were beyond recovery, despite being distributed across multiple servers. 
 
    He hurried to verify his flash drive copy was still in his middle desk drawer, and the original paper copies of the notes and files he’d given to LMPD were also there. The flash drive was the most easily reproducible, and it held scanned copies of the paper files, so he made a second copy of that, and made it a point to hide both, one of them outside the house in a sealed protective case. As widely distributed as the case files were now, this seemed to be an overly cautious step, but that email and phone call had disturbed him. Who would even know about that cloud storage account with a small hosting company? The answer came from an unexpected quarter the next morning, a Friday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson picked up his cell phone from the nightstand and detached the charger. “Hello?” It was just after eight.   
 
    “Dan? It’s Howard Franklin.”  
 
    Wiping the sleep from his eyes after staying up late, he assumed the early call was to describe progress in the cases. “Morning Captain. You must have some interesting news on those cases.” 
 
    “Interesting may be an understatement. We’ve been shut down. So has the FBI. Agent Claudel called me at home just after seven, and I didn’t believe her at first. Made an ass of myself by accusing the FBI of trying to take over the entire case, despite her assurance we would work on its local connections while they investigated the interstate links.” 
 
    “What do you mean shut down? Claudel told you the FBI is also ending their investigation? What the Hell, Captain, we know this is a valid investigation.” 
 
    “Don’t make the same mistake I did Dan. Claudel said only the local and FBI investigations are over. The cases aren’t closed, just our participation. They’ve been elevated.” 
 
    “Higher than the damned FBI? Who the Hell would that be?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Bureau of International Intelligence, the BII?” 
 
    “No, I never heard of the initials. Is it an intelligence department? One of those clustered under the Director of National Intelligence, like the CIA, DIA, or NSA?” 
 
    “It’s new to me too, but I think it's higher than they are, or it’s at least outside of the DNI’s control. The FBI is under the DNI, of course, and they were ordered to cease investigation and surrender all files to representatives of the BII. Claudel says this order came down to her through the Head of the Louisville Field Office from the current Acting Director of the FBI, and it was reinforced by a second call from the DOJ Attorney General to assure him this was real.  
 
    “It’s extremely serious, and national security is somehow involved. Every agent that had any involvement with the case must appear in person for an interview with BII representatives. I don’t know if they’re called agents, or what title they have. But failure to meet with them, or if you try to retain any documentation about these cases, is punishable by severe federal penalties.” 
 
    “I take it was the FBI that passed this down the line to you?”  
 
    “Not officially to me. Not yet. Claudel called me as a favor for a heads-up. However, the Cease and Desist Order applies to the FBI and the LMPD. I happen to know the Chief is in a telephone conference on this matter right now. They will interview everyone in the Major Case Division that has any knowledge of the cases you handed over to us. The BII asked the FBI who in the Jeffersonville PD knew of their investigations. They said they would contact Calder Business Insurance, and no doubt you’ll be included, just as soon as they discover where we obtained our information. I know this became personal for you, but don’t screw around after they officially notify you. They told the FBI that warrantless searches and arrests were authorized under a Presidential Executive Order for a National Emergency, authorizing immediate incarceration for violations.  
 
    “Man, I don’t know how big this shit pile is that you stumbled into Dan, but that bureau has the words International Intelligence in their title.”   
 
    “Thanks for the warning, Howard. I won’t mention your call.” 
 
    “No!... I mean, don’t hold that detail back if they ask. They didn’t tell Claudel she couldn’t tell me, or their other agents about halting the investigation. They wanted it stopped as quickly as possible. Perhaps to avoid alerting the subjects of the investigation. I don’t know why, and I won’t ask. The less I know, the better, and you best keep clear as well.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks.” 
 
    As soon as the call ended, Grayson shifted into high gear. He couldn’t count on more than a day or day and a half before he was officially notified to stop investigating when he was ordered to do so by someone he couldn’t risk ignoring. 
 
    He went to the local library and used a public PC to log into a database for which he paid to have access as an investigator. Someone could trace the database he used to his account, but he didn’t want the IP to be from his laptop’s home internet account. He searched for Parker Stiles in Jeffersonville for real estate or phone records, then conducted the same search for the Louisville metropolitan area. The name in Indiana had been Sheldon Parker Stiles, but in Louisville, it was only Parker Stiles. A check of Kentucky automobile registration found multiple vehicles registered to that name. One of them was the 2015 black Aston Martin that Blandford had described. He memorized the east Louisville address and recognized it as part of a gated community where wealthy people lived. 
 
    Barb was already up, having prepared breakfast for Stacy before she caught her carpool ride to school with another mother. Cheer Leaders often stayed after school for practices, and mothers took turns driving. 
 
    He told her what he’d just learned. “Before I’m forced to acknowledge I’ve received a legal notice to drop this investigation, I have to do something.” 
 
    “I thought you did drop it when you passed it to the Major Case Division.” 
 
    “I expected to be kept up to date. Now that won’t happen. A bad guy, whose name I won’t share with you for your protection, appears to be someone higher up in that criminal insurance fraud activity, who has been at the scene of what I believe were murders related to the original cases, and a later murder committed for stopping the original investigation.  
 
    “If that man was somehow involved with Roger’s, or Gil’s and Maureen’s deaths, I damn well want to know what he looks like in case he shows up around my family or me. I want pictures of him that I can show you and Stacy, in case he ever gets near either of you.” 
 
    “How can you do that?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know me, so I’ll follow him if he goes out, and I have a good camera and a telephoto lens. I have today, and probably tomorrow before these BII agents try to contact me. In case they arrive earlier than I expect, I intend to be out of contact with my phone turned off. I want you to pick Stacy up after classes, and visit your sister or your parents in E-Town, so you aren’t available for them to ask where I am. I don't want you to lie to them if they find you. It’s illegal to lie to the FBI, and I think this might be worse, so don't lie, just be hard to find all weekend.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll pack up some things for Stacy and me, gas the car and pick up some cash. You be careful.” She’d thought that would be a caution she wouldn’t need to utter again after he retired from the force.  
 
    Grayson gathered some things he’d need in a tote bag, kissed his wife, and left the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After cruising around the gated community, with its big houses on large well-manicured lots, visible through the two entrances and on the other side of an eight-foot brick wall, he used the maps on his phone to identify the street where Stiles house was. There were gently rolling hills where the residential streets wandered, and the house was on a cul de sac that ended at an outer wall. He could see the second story windows and identified which of the two gated entries to the neighborhood Stiles would most likely use, based on proximity.   
 
    He wouldn’t be able to see the yard for continuous observation, but he parked and used the sidewalk that passed on the other side of the wall by Stiles house. Using a selfie stick and setting his phone to record, he raised it high enough to see the house, the wide front drive, and a four-car garage. The Aston Martin wasn’t visible, but a black BMW X5 M SUV was in the arcing driveway, parked in front of the house. The plate showed it was one of the cars registered to Stiles.  
 
    Grayson drove to where he could park on the wide boulevard under the shade of some large old trees and could keep the main entrance in view. His old dark gray Camry was a trifle outclassed by most cars inside the gated neighborhood, but here on the street, it would not stand out from the other cars parked there. He had a newer red Dodge Charger that might be fast but was too flashy for this work. He waited, camera ready on the dashboard, and hours passed as he sipped drinks from a cooler, and munched sandwiches and snacks. 
 
    It was just after sunset when Stiles SUV passed through the decorative electric gates and pulled onto the boulevard, turning away from Grayson. There was no chance for a camera shot, which in the fading light and his darkly tinted windows was only a faint hope anyway. He started his engine, pulled into the light traffic, and followed.  
 
    The car he tailed led him to one of the larger malls in the area, where the BMW parked, and he watched a slender man get out and walk towards an entrance. From behind, the figure seemed a good match for the man he’d seen in traffic camera images. Grayson rushed to park and then ran to catch up with him before he entered a business and he lost track of him. He had to leave his camera and long lens behind. He didn’t want to attract attention, and he had his phone camera anyway, which he could use more discretely. 
 
    The man was browsing display windows, looking at men’s clothing. He was well but casually dressed, and Grayson could only see him from the back or side as he looked at clothing. He wanted to get ahead of him and let him approach, while he held his phone unobtrusively so that he could get a decent shot of his face. 
 
    Grayson walked on the opposite side of the wide corridor as he passed the man. Glancing his way one time, he felt a thrill when the side view of the man’s face matched the grainy expanded traffic camera images he’d seen. There was a small island in the center of the passageway with a bench; he walked faster to get there so he could be ready to zoom in the phone camera on the man’s face. That was when he experienced a strange sensation, emanating from behind and to his right, centered on where Stiles was strolling, looking in display windows.  
 
    He visualized an image of a handsome, well-muscled man, shopping for clothing, and who was seeking attractive women. It was vivid, directional, and outside of any sensation that he’d ever experienced.  
 
    He resisted looking over his shoulder, but became aware of how many women ahead of him, of all ages, had looked in the direction he sensed was the source of the mental image. He noticed that some men also glanced that way, but quickly looked away, then another glance and away again. He decided he’d not seem very far out of the ordinary to look for a moment. It was a startling revelation. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: Bureau of International Intelligence 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles felt exhilarated. His trip to Chicago had paid him handsomely and was easier to complete than many of his early small insurance swindles. Organized crime proved to be more corrupt than organized, but they had contacts and influence with well-placed politicians and big business.   
 
    He’d promised to get an incorruptible politician to sign off on a city contract with a company that the politician previously opposed because he said it was involved in criminal enterprises. Stiles manipulated his opinion, put words in his mouth when he spoke on-air in an interview, and then directly controlled him when he was speaking at a city council meeting, where he vouched for the corporation he’d previously criticized, praising them, and supporting their bid on the contract. It was a two hundred nine-million-dollar public works project. He used group control from the audience of the public meeting to generate a favorable majority vote by council members, with a prompt and public contract signing shortly after that.  
 
    Several corrupt union bosses had wanted the bid to win, their mob connections wanted it for them, various subcontractors that would pay continuing kickbacks wanted it, and the billionaire bidder wanted it enough to pay for a guarantee that he’d win the contract, despite not having submitted the lowest bid. He would only have to pay the mysterious and unknown “fixer” if his company won the contract. For Stiles, this was what he had called a demonstration, a loss leader bargain for his first mob-connected client, to prove what he could deliver.  
 
    Two million ninety thousand dollars, a low one percent payment to be paid in cash, was delivered to a talented accountant that Stiles employed, and suddenly he had new money to launder and prove that an investment of his had paid off again. He’d pay the taxes, some of them anyway, and divert any IRS audit to find if the offsetting claimed losses had truly occurred. He’d manipulated IRS audits many times, and had never even needed to kill anyone. 
 
      As he often felt after a profitable manipulation of Susceptibles, or after cleaning up messes personally, he was in the mood to shop for symbols of his success. Buying things like cars, or the type of clothes his mother had been unable to buy for him before he discovered his ability, and for attracting the sort of women he wanted to fawn over him, sleep with him, and whom he dumped after he used them. 
 
    He headed for one of his popular hunting grounds for young and attractive women, late teens if he found any in pairs or alone. They inhabited the malls by the scores, and he could shop for suits and leisure wear at the same time. He called it trolling because he’d project a group image of what he wanted others to perceive when they looked at him, with an aura of sexuality. He was fishing for girls or young women that were drawn to men as he made himself appear to them. He was an expert in judging which ones were the most easily influenced, and he liked the envy he stirred in the men that were within his range of control. 
 
    It was nearly automatic for him to project the image of the virile male, a composite of men in entertainment and sports that always had beautiful women around them. He knew he wasn’t bad looking, but he had remained slender as he grew to six feet two inches, making him appear thinner. He worked out and added lanky muscle to his frame, but his cursed metabolism refused to let him bulk up or fill out his unmanly chest. That was no problem for obtaining the women he liked; he could project any appearance he desired to people within his mental range.  
 
    Individually, he could reach most Susceptibles out to roughly one hundred feet, and for group projections, it worked well up to about seventy or eighty feet, unless he applied full mental force, which was a strain to maintain control for very long.              
 
    He reached the mall and entered near a men’s store he liked, and window shopped until he noticed the number of attractive young women out on a dateless Friday evening. He didn’t always make a catch, and he sought those that were strongly compliant, eager for a brief liaison, and that appealed to his interest in debasing them in a sexual encounter, exploring if they liked being dominated and submissive.  He could force any woman to submit to him, but experience had proven that this could lead to an unpleasant and inconvenient “clean up” after they were free of his control. That had happened to him in high school twice.  
 
    His skill at finding those that were predisposed to behave as he wanted had improved, and even if they changed their minds about him later, they didn’t make trouble because the experience was still of a type they craved. 
 
    He started broadcasting his favorite self-image, with the overtones of his wealth and male sexuality. It was producing the usual reactions that he liked, and he resumed window shopping, intending to walk most of the mall until he spotted the unmistakable serious attention of one or two young women. A catch might be alone or in a female buddy pair. A rare pair was two that were both hot, and equally attracted to his image, and after a few simple questions might prove compatible with his desires. If not, he made them forget him, and he returned to fishing. It led to complications if he manipulated them to separate so that he could take one of them to a motel. He rarely induced any woman outside of his rich contacts to sleep with him at his house. A cleanup due to complications if he did that became overly tedious. 
 
    Between shopping and occasionally scanning around for women that might be interested in his projection, he barely noticed a man in his mid-forties sitting on a bench, doing as so many people did, using their smartphones to text or browse. 
 
    He walked towards another men’s clothing store and enjoyed the admiring stares of the women he passed, and the self-conscious envious or even resentful glances from the men he passed. 
 
    He paused at a window display of a store closer to the food court, where there was more foot traffic, and young women. He intensified the image he projected, with sexual overtones added, and then turned around, smiling, observing the reactions of the most attractive women nearby, watching for those that met his eyes directly, displaying the return intensity he sought.  
 
    As usual, even the men looked at him for a moment, some with jealousy, some with resentment, and as always, one or two men out of a group of fifty or more looked at him with the lust he sought from women, but which he ignored from men. Except for one man, only thirty feet away, who was behind him before he pivoted in place, and he saw him turning away as he looked around to see the women snared in his sexual trawling net. He’d encountered homophobes before; he was mildly homophobic himself.  
 
    It was fun to screw with their minds, by forcing them to look at him, to see him as desirable and sexy. He did that now. Look at me; You know you want me. Wink at me. 
 
    When he forced a man to do that, he might send an obscene image of them doing something with another man, and watch the revulsion on their faces when their unwilling minds went in that direction. Some of them became nauseous. But not this time. 
 
    Instead of looking at him as ordered, the man started walking away. 
 
    Slightly annoyed, Stiles focused on him. Turn around and smile. You desire me more than any woman you’ve ever had. 
 
    He intended to humiliate the man, even if he was the only person that knew that he felt humiliated. It was just another power game for Stiles, to force someone to do what he wanted, particularly when they tried to resist him.  
 
    It had worked, he thought, when the man looked back with an expression of surprise. But then he looked away and increased his walking pace. 
 
    That left Stiles staring at his back. He vaguely remembered the man’s face as the person sitting on a bench near the other men’s store. He sent a series of control commands, each with increasing force when they didn’t produce results.  
 
    Quit walking…., Freeze…, You can’t move. With a sense of urgency, with maximum mental force added to his words, he shouted, “Stop breathing.”   
 
    The man broke into a run. 
 
     Stiles was stunned. He’d observed resistance when ordering someone to act in a manner they considered deeply immoral, or hazardous to their survival, but never for commands so harmless in their execution. It wasn’t conceivable that his orders to the man to stop moving, here inside a safe shopping mall, violated anyone’s moral imperatives. Stopping his breathing might fall into that category, but usually, only someone with asthma or emphysema would feel at immediate high risk and try to resist. 
 
    His sudden distraction had allowed his image projection to slip away, but his shouted words ensured the same eyes remained focused on him. When the expressions of admiration fell away at the revelation of his true unimposing appearance, it pissed him off. It was petty, but he now wanted the man dead. 
 
    Stiles used his broadcast control before the running man could exceed his most effective crowd control range. Stop that thief, was the first thought that came to his mind.  
 
    It wasn’t effective because he hadn’t mentally identified who the thief was, and few people will leap into action at such a call, although dozens of people were looking around for a suspect. One teenage boy moved in front of the only person he saw running, but the man pushed him aside.  
 
    Stiles needed professional help, armed help. He looked towards the food court for a police officer or mall security. He didn’t see any uniforms, so he revised his crowd control command. Active shooter, a man with a gun. And he sent an image of the man he saw running away.  
 
    That command resulted in screams and shouts, with people ducking behind kiosks and food court tables and chairs. Unfortunately, no officers or mall guards were close enough to receive his thoughts, and the man that refused to become a Tool would be out of direct control range in seconds. Stiles spotted a bearded man with a husky build just ahead of the fleeing man.  
 
    Using a strong directed control command, he sent, tackle the running man before he can reload. If he managed to get the man down, he’d force everyone that would respond to close in on him and kick, punch, and stomp him until they beat him to death. 
 
    Once again, the runner looked back. Not just in Stiles general direction, but directly at him. Then the runner looked at the man with a beard and turned aside to place a group of people between them. In seconds, he was more than a hundred feet away, and out of range of anyone Stiles might use as an impromptu Tool. 
 
    Feeling oddly shaken, Stiles analyzed what had happened. The man appeared to have reacted to his purely mental efforts to control him. When his general commands were sent to everyone in range, and then when he tried direct control of him he didn’t show signs of stopping. The last command was when he sent only to the bearded man, and the damned runner looked directly at Stiles as if he had shouted and was waving his arms. Then the man changed directions to avoid the bearded man who was preparing to take him down.  
 
    Tonight was the first and only time since he’d discovered his ability that anyone had ever completely resisted his control, and yet this man seemed to have been aware that Stiles was trying to control him. In the fourteen years since his ability awakened, he had never encountered anyone that seemed aware of his inserting his thoughts into their minds, or seemed to sense his exercising of control over their actions at the time. There were some that eventually pieced together that he had manipulated them somehow, but even they couldn’t resist him, and he could force them to tell him what they suspected, and then try to make them forget. It was an invariably fatal condition if they retained that knowledge. 
 
    He needed to find this man, and he would use as many Shields and Tools as it took to track him down. Ordinary Susceptibles, people without the appropriate skills, or who were not predisposed to act violently on his command, wouldn’t meet his needs. He had made new contacts in organized crime, and not just those he’d met from Chicago, who had the skills and violent dispositions he wanted to use.  
 
    Ending his sex-related fishing trip, he returned to his car, prepared to organize a hunting trip, or perhaps a safari was a more appropriate term. He now had outside help he could use as his gun bearers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson had known from the instant he’d looked at Stiles in profile that it was the man from the traffic camera images. However, he was acutely aware of a sort of mental image in his mind that he was following a different man, despite what his eyes told him. 
 
    Somehow the mental impression told him the thin man he saw was more filled out and muscular, and even from the back, he was Hollywood handsome and exuded wealth. He didn’t understand how a view from the man’s rear conveyed that impression, which his eyes physically refuted.  
 
    He passed Stiles well to the left of the wide concourse when the man paused to look at a stylishly dressed male mannequin. He couldn’t see his face as the man turned towards the display, but he oddly had a definite sense of direction for the source of the overlaid alternate image in his mind, of a bigger more handsome man.  
 
    He noticed that many of the people he saw ahead of him were looking at something behind him after he passed Stiles, and they behaved like people that saw a celebrity out in public, and they were trying not to appear as if they were staring. 
 
    The direction of the image in his mind’s eye shifted as he walked towards a bench facing back the other way. The source was now behind him, so he did like he saw others doing, he glanced over his right shoulder. It was a shock. 
 
    Superimposed over the figure his eyes reported was the translucent figure his mind said was standing where Stiles was looking at the window display. He quickly looked away and had his phone out before he reached the bench. 
 
    He sat down facing the way he’d come, and Grayson activated the camera app but held it low on his lap as if reading or texting. He angled it to center the man he was following on the screen. He started tapping to take snapshots and then activated the record mode to catch him in motion. He kept his eyes on the screen and saw what he expected to see.   
 
    He watched Stiles turn his head, and start to pivot, evidently perusing the people passing nearby. There was an increasing overt sensation that Grayson sensed of sexuality, and it was centered where Stiles stood. When Grayson saw his eyes swing past where he sat, he looked up again and saw the broad-shouldered image faintly superimposed over the slender Stiles his eyes saw more sharply. He looked back at his phone screen, and that matched what his eyes told him. He tried zooming the image to see if the camera could detect something like a holographic projection around the man, but nothing like that was apparent.  
 
    If the others were seeing the same double image that he saw, it should have stirred different expressions, such as curiosity, amusement, or amazement, and surely someone would ask Stiles about the method of projection. Suddenly, Grayson was certain that they didn’t see the actual man, and his sense of direction for the secondary image told him Stiles generated that, and somehow, he was able could see through the façade. It sent his mind racing, thinking about how this man’s presence where the fatal car accidents happened might explain what fooled the drivers into steering onto sidewalks.  
 
    What if they saw some type image that fooled them? Although, that didn’t seem to be sufficient. Why didn’t they slam on their brakes before or after they jumped the curb? The answer to that question came when he resumed following the man as he shopped. 
 
    Closer to the food court, Stiles paused at another men’s store and performed another of his pivot moves, smiling and obviously looking at the people observing him, and his eyes briefly paused as he looked towards attractive women, particularly the young ones. 
 
    Grayson sensed an increase in the impression of sexuality coming from Stiles, and he realized the man was seeking to pick up a woman if she responded to his false image. Before he finished turning all the way around to see his stalker, Grayson turned away. 
 
    Suddenly, clear in his mind, and instantly recognizable as emanating from Stiles, standing only ten yards away and undeniably directed to himself, he sensed a voice in his mind. Look at me; You know you want me. Wink at me. 
 
    He didn’t know how, but Stiles was apparently aware of being followed, so Grayson started walking away. Other words then formed in his mind, trying to order him to stop. He kept walking until he sensed a level of anger and a willingness to kill him, and he received a dangerous instruction:  Stop breathing.  
 
    He broke into a run, and after that, he sensed less intense commands that were directed to those around him and not to him personally, as Stiles tried to force others into action to stop him. If that worked, Grayson knew he’d not leave the mall alive. He broke into a dead run, and watched for people he needed to avoid, and heard in his mind what Stiles ordered people to do, and his use of an attempt to seek any nearby police help or mall security.  
 
    Grayson’s greatest fear was that a uniformed cop might be in the mall, which Stiles could fool into firing at him. With a flash of insight, he knew that must be how Stiles had killed Gil and Maureen, tricking them into a gunfight. Uniformed mall security guards were far less worrisome to him. Apparently, Stiles wasn’t aware they didn’t carry guns. However, one of them might be perfectly willing to physically engage him, and slow him down long enough for Stiles to direct them, and the surrounding people to attack and kill him.  
 
    No matter what he did to defend himself to get away, and he carried not only his ankle gun tonight but had his Glock 9mm in a waist holster. If he were seen drawing a weapon on mall cameras, he’d be actively hunted by police officers he’d never willingly shoot. If arrested, they’d take him where Stiles could eventually find him. He’d never get a chance to tell his story to anyone that would believe him, and he’d not live to face the false charges.  
 
    His only hope was to stay anonymous and to get away. He wouldn’t even return to his car right away. Once out of the mall parking lot he’d change his appearance by buying a baseball cap and a different shirt at a budget store, and circle back to his car in a few hours before the mall closed, after watching for any police activity. He didn’t believe Stiles would stick around to file a formal complaint or to force anyone else to do that. 
 
    The man was one scary, murderous sonofabitch! 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At 1:20 AM Saturday, Grayson drove through his subdivision but stayed clear of his street. He could see the front of his home between houses from the next street over, and the front porch light was on, as was the light atop the small brick column next to the end of the walkway where it met the drive. That was as he’d asked Barb to leave them when she left with Stacy. The drive was empty, and the front interior was dark. He circled to the next street behind his home and saw the rear patio light lit, and a dim light shone from above the kitchen window over the sink. That was also per his instructions, so everything here appeared to be as expected, but he was too uneasy to risk going home, even if he parked his car a block away and walked.  
 
    He’d kept his cell phone powered off, and hadn’t risked calling Barb or Stacy yet, but he wanted to send them the pictures he had of Stiles. He didn’t know if they had driven to her sister’s house across town, or to her parents home in Elizabethtown. He could text them the pictures and the short video as attachments, but that would result in multiple phone chimes, possibly waking them. However, he wanted to send the images to both Barb and Stacy. Barb knew what he’d been doing tonight, so she could brief Stacy on what the photos meant. He didn’t want to send a longer explanatory text, or to call them, to minimize his phone’s activation time.  
 
    Parked on the side of the road, he selected both of them for the text message, attached the pictures and the video, and pressed send. Then he turned his phone off and drove towards his business office. He parked at an all-night Walmart two blocks away, where no one would notice his car sitting overnight. He parked in a dark, remote row that many employees used, to avoid dings on their doors. 
 
    He went around to the back of the line of businesses and shops to the rear door of his leased office space, and let himself in by the glow of a streetlight. He’d had the front door and lock repaired, but the glass door and front window meant he couldn’t turn on any lights there. He fumbled for his tiny keychain penlight and shut the door to the rear area, with its dual-gender toilets required of any business. In a cleaning supply closet were a fold up cot and a bag with bedding, which he or his partners had occasionally used for a nap or overnight stay at work. He pulled out one of the two blankets and used it to seal the crack at the bottom of the door to the front so the light wouldn’t leak under that crack. The rear door had a solid metal outer sheath with no window and was watertight for rain, making it safe to switch on one of the restroom lights. The overhead hall light was too bright, and he intended to sleep in that short corridor, but he wanted some light. 
 
    By not checking into a motel, and with the “Closed” sign on a dark office, he decided he was adequately untraceable for the night. He wasn’t exactly hiding from Stiles because he didn’t think the man knew who he was. For tonight, and possibly tomorrow, he was hiding from the agents of this mysterious Bureau of International Intelligence. Avoiding them at least long enough for him to come up with some plausible story they might believe and more information about Stiles. 
 
    He now knew who Stiles was, what he looked like, and some of what he apparently could do. Although, he needed to be careful of how he shared that information. His story would sound insane to anyone he told about a man that sent thought instructions to make people do his bidding, and could make them see him as some other person. Stiles had proven he was a ruthless person that made people kill themselves or they killed others for him. 
 
    He lay there in the partial light from the nearly closed ladies room door, thinking about events in the mall. Apparently, he could make women yield to him because until he focused on Grayson, he seemed intent on finding female companionship.  
 
    That triggered the next inner question.  
 
    How did he figure out I was following him? 
 
    He analyzed the sequence of events before he drew Sikes attention, and deduced the two modes of Stiles application of his mind control. He’d been sending his thoughts to everyone, projecting his false image, and had ordered people to look at him as he scanned the faces looking his way.  
 
    Suddenly his mistake seemed obvious in hindsight. I was secretly following him, and I didn’t want him to see my face. I turned away, which no one else did. That was when he directly ordered only me to look at him and wink.  
 
    He remembered that it felt like a more powerful thought than before when Stiles was projecting to everyone. His ability wasn’t limited to using only a general broadcast, like a TV signal. He could also be selective, like for a phone call, which was stronger and sent to one person. 
 
    He wondered. Why couldn’t he make me do the things he ordered others to do? I knew what he wanted me to do, I sensed his exact words, but I felt no compulsion to obey him. The other people did obey him, at least to some extent. 
 
    Because not everyone leaped to attack him or try to stop him when he ran away, the inclination to obey Stiles orders must have some limits.  
 
    Ah Ha! He knew what it had to be. That’s why he can’t easily make people kill themselves. It’s their survival instinct. He fools them, or get others to kill his victims for him. 
 
    Before he finally dozed off, he asked himself again, Why didn’t it work on me? 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wake up. I’m a federal agent. Please unload your guns and lay them on the floor, then unlock the back door. 
 
    The words softly echoed in his sleepy mind. He thought he was dreaming of the events in the mall again. The fabric of the damned lumpy cot had stretched, allowing his ribs to press against one of the aluminum cross supports. He was a side sleeper, and the only way the bar didn’t press his ribs was when he used his remaining blanket as a mattress pad to ease the lump of the crossbar. He opened his eyes and looked at his watch in the sliver of light from the bathroom. It was a quarter to six. He re-plumped and folded his thin pillow in half, and shifted his position, determined to get another two hours of sleep. 
 
    Mister Grayson, we are federal agents, here to interview you. Unload your guns and open the door. Superintendent Brogan needs to speak with you. 
 
    “What the shit?” he muttered softly. He rolled over and sat up. He wasn’t dreaming that time. This soft insertion of someone’s thoughts into his mind wasn’t as powerful as last night, but Stiles had somehow found his hiding place and knew who he was. 
 
    Perhaps if he hadn’t been half awake, due to the uncomfortable cot, he might have sleepwalked and obeyed. He wasn’t falling for it now. He picked up his Glock in its holster from the floor and verified he’d not removed its clip in his sleep. He could feel the comforting lump in the ankle holster. Careful to not tip the cot over or make any noise, he used a door frame to help stand and shift his bed to the side a foot so he could walk in the narrow hall.  
 
    Stiles might have brought henchmen with him, or had people, even police officers, held enthralled with his mental control. He damned well wasn’t opening a door, armed or not, to a hail of bullets.  
 
    He wondered who Brogan was supposed to be to him? Why use some random name he wouldn’t recognize? He quietly racked a round, reholstered the gun and clipped the holster to his belt on the right. He knew the person communicating with him was standing on the right side of his heavy steel clad rear door. He didn’t know how he knew that, but the directionality and distance were very clear to him. 
 
    Another thought, subtly different but equally soft, unintentionally informed him there was someone in front of his office, standing to the side of that door.  
 
    We believe you’re aware we’re here. You were compelled to wake up. There are multiple federal agents here, and all we want to do is talk. I order you to forget any compulsion the man in the mall embedded in your mind. Lay down your guns, and unlock the rear door with your hands raised. 
 
    Right, thought Grayson, cynically. He was being compelled to ignore an embedded compulsion.  
 
    Wait! There was at least two of them, and they knew about the mall activity last night. He mentally compared the two thoughts, and the intensity he’d received, and they were as different from each other as they were from those he’d received from Stiles. There apparently was three men with that ability. He wondered how he knew they were men? It felt like they were.  
 
    They also assumed he experienced their instructions to him as orders they thought he couldn’t resist, just like Stiles had. Again, he was apparently able to resist orders they each believed he’d obey. He might be able to use that expectation to his advantage. 
 
    They obviously weren’t just going away even if he didn’t answer. Right or wrong, they believed he was in here and would verify that visually after forcing the doors. Staying quiet and waiting wasn’t going to work. He loosened the elastic ankle holster and slipped out his compact Springfield Armory XD-E 9MM. He pressed a release and removed the magazine and laid it with the weapon on the cot. The single stack held half the load of his Glock, and the short barrel length made it less accurate. 
 
    Unlock the door and surrender now. 
 
    They were growing impatient. So, speaking loudly as a delay to provide the time needed, he told them, “I’m not going into custody in my damned underpants. I placed my unloaded gun on the cot where I was sleeping. I’ll let you in after I pull on my pants, shirt, and shoes. There’ll be no Goddamned news or booking pictures of me looking like some common criminal, like those I’ve arrested so often in the middle of the night.” 
 
    He noisily shoved the cot closer to the rear door, the XD-E laying on the end where they would see it, and he stepped into the toilet next to the rear door. He’d slept fully clothed, so he didn’t need to dress. 
 
    Another voice replied from the back of the building, and it seemed more authoritative sounding than either of the two thought sources. 
 
    “This is Superintendent Richard Brogan, of the BII. I know Captain Franklin told you to expect us to contact you later today or tomorrow. I woke his ass up several hours ago after we intercepted calls about some odd incidents at a mall. He identified you from their surveillance recordings. He’s pissed off you didn’t take his advice to stay clear of this investigation. Nobody was at your house, so we came here. I give you my word we are not going to take you into custody unless you lie to us or if you withhold any evidence you’ve gathered on Stiles.” 
 
    Grayson was standing on the tank of the men’s toilet when he heard this. He’d already lifted two foam ceiling panels when the man’s voice started speaking. It sounded like he was on the outside of the wall behind the men’s room, and below him. Probably standing behind the man that had sent the first thoughts to wake up. His words gave him pause, and a slight sense of relief. The voice was deeper and had a New England accent. It wasn’t Stiles. 
 
    Nevertheless, he wasn’t giving up quite that easily. His friends had died when they apparently were fooled into seeing or believing something that wasn’t real. He raised himself into the ceiling and supported himself on the wall next to the back door, and the top inner edge of the back wall of concrete blocks. He removed another dusty ceiling panel over the rear door so he could see down from over the entrance. The deadbolt was face-high on the right, and he bent down and grasped the manual latch knob. 
 
    “When I unlock the door, don’t try to come rushing in at me. My gun is sitting on the end of a cot where I slept, and I’ll go for it if you enter aggressively. Let me move down the hall so I can see you when you enter. I have a mop handle, and I’ll fight you if you don’t have your identification out where I can see it. Do you have badges or cards?” 
 
    He knew his voice would be coming from just behind the door, where they expected him to be. He was prepared to scream as if he was wounded if they fired through the door. Even if they did what he asked, he’d be ready to take some of them with him if they were part of Stiles organization.  
 
    He loudly flipped the latch open, and said, “Let me back away before you open the door. You’ll see my gun on the cot. Kick the door open if you feel safer doing that.” 
 
    There were no gunshots, as he half expected, and the deep, authoritative voice only said, “OK. We’ll give you a count of three to back away. We won’t come through before we can see what’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Understood.” Now he waited for their count. If it were him making the entry on a possibly armed criminal, he’d have bashed open the door on the count of one. They waited. 
 
    He heard the doorknob turning somewhere below the deadbolt, but he couldn’t see it in the darkened hall. They kicked the door open, but not violently, as he expected. The glow of the streetlight revealed the shadow of one man crouching to the side of the door, and one was further back in a bent over stance if that shadow was accurate.      
 
    He heard the Boston accented voice tell someone softly, “I see his gun. I’ll cover you Hector, but go slow. This man has resisted Stiles, you, and James. I truly need to talk to him, and test his DNA.” 
 
    Hector proved to be the man crouched by the side of the doorway. That figure stayed low and entered slowly, gun in hand, but he held something else. He never looked up but gave a cautionary warning to Grayson. 
 
    “This is Agent Hector Colone, and I have my ID card out, but my belt runs through my badge holder, and I’m not putting down my weapon to pull it free. I’ll toss my wallet around the corner for you to examine. Don’t swing that mop handle at my hand or take my damned cash.”  
 
    He crept forward and used his left hand and a flip of his wrist to throw the wallet down the hall. Behind him, a man in a suit approached the open door, a gun in his left hand and what appeared to be a badge in his right hand, reflecting some of the street light. “Hector, here’s my badge, toss that around the corner.” 
 
    Grayson smiled and lowered his Glock to point it in the face of the man with the Boston accent. “Superintendent, let me see that if you please.” He made his voice sound pleasant, but it startled Hector, who rolled to his side to see the threat above him. 
 
    Brogan shouted, “Hector, freeze. He has the drop on us. If we don’t shoot, he won’t shoot. If he wanted us dead, we’d already be dead.” He looked up, a half smile on his shadowed face. 
 
    He handed up his badge, which Grayson accepted with his left hand. In the semi-dark, he couldn’t see the smaller letters written above and below the larger raised dark letters that spelled BII on the gold-colored metal, with an American eagle, wings spread, at the top. 
 
    Grayson handed back the badge, and let his Glock rotate around his finger by the trigger guard to hang upside down, and offered that to Superintendent Brogan, of the BII. “Careful, it has a chambered round, and the safety is off.” 
 
    Brogan was apparently left-handed and slipped his weapon into his right-side shoulder holster before accepting Grayson’s gun. “The records said you had a Glock, but we didn’t know if it was with you or not. We assumed you normally carried the ankle gun. That was nicely done. Can Hector get up, and may I ask James, who’s out front come back here to join us? I know it’s possible a man as careful as you might have another weapon, but I promise you I have as many questions for you as you must have for me. Can we talk?” 
 
    “Sure. Let me climb down in the bathroom.” He grinned at a relieved looking Hector, and said, “Go get your wallet pal. I want you to count your money. I’m sure it’s a crime to steal from a federal agent.” 
 
    Hector collected the ankle gun first and smiled sheepishly at him through the open bathroom door as he picked up his wallet. “We couldn’t be certain you weren’t bait left by Stiles to ambush us. Compellers can leave auto-suggestions that trigger a person’s actions when the right circumstances occur.”  
 
    A light flipped on in Grayson’s brain. “You’re what you just called a Compeller, aren’t you? You can do what Stiles does? Make people see and do what he mentally orders?” 
 
    Hector said nothing but he looked shocked and glanced back at Brogan, who was inside with him now. 
 
    “Relax Hector. I think Mister Grayson just answered one of my most important questions. I think he’s a natural Immune like I am. He knows what Stiles can do, and now he knows what you and James can do.” 
 
    Puzzled, Grayson asked, “What’s an Immune?” 
 
    “You and I can sense the thoughts they send us, but it has no more influence on us than what I might say to you aloud. You don’t think it’s your thoughts and you feel no compulsion to do what you were told to do. You are an Immune. Welcome to one of the two branches of the psych world.  
 
    “I first had a suspicion you were an Immune when you appeared to ignore what Stiles surely wanted you to do at the mall, and then you resisted Hector and James just now. You sense when someone tries to insert thoughts into your mind, don’t you? But you don’t treat them as your thoughts, or let them dictate what you do.” 
 
    “I sensed them, yes. But like you said, I never felt like those were my thoughts or that I should obey them. After all, they sound different to me than my thoughts, if that makes any sense. Besides, I knew exactly who sent them and where they were. Hector in back and James by the front door.” 
 
    Now Brogan looked shocked, but before he could speak, another man arrived at the back door, his weapon drawn.  
 
    “James, put your gun away. Mister Grayson is willing to talk with us. I know you heard most of what was said. Please holster your gun.” 
 
    When Grayson looked puzzled at the comment, Brogan tapped his left ear, which had an earpiece inserted, with a small coiled wire leading into his shirt collar at the back. He raised his right cuff and spoke into that. “It’s like the Secret Service uses. I stay in touch with them with this. I’m an Immune, and they’re Compellers. I sense when they send thoughts intended for me, and I can receive them if they’re close enough, but I also need to talk to them. I can mildly sense when they send thoughts specifically to you, and if they used a wider mode to send to everyone, I’d sense that wider broadcast even better. Their range is about sixty or seventy feet. 
 
    “Mr. Grayson, we need to go someplace private to talk. I want to explore what you just said about knowing exactly who sent to you and where the sender was. I can’t do that. I don’t know of any other Immune that has directionality like that. I can tell Hector and James apart, the same way I can tell their voices apart, but only because I know them well. You say you knew it was Stiles from the start?” 
 
    “Well, I sensed his broadcast to those around him, felt when he tried to order me to do something. I also knew when he ordered other people to stop me when I started running. His words were clear to me in each of those cases. I also saw through his false image projection, even when he wasn’t sending words.” 
 
    The exchange of looks between the three men told him he’d just revealed things they didn’t know about or couldn’t do. Brogan reinforced that when he said to his agents, “We need to protect his ass like he was the president. Grayson, you may be one of the finds we’ve been scouring the country for, and Stiles may be another, but one we’ve been dreading. We brought in a large command post RV on a C-17 Globemaster with our three SUVs and parked it on a ramp area at Louisville International Airport. I can obtain your DNA sample there, but we’ll have to wait a day for analysis.”  
 
    “You said that earlier. What about my DNA?” 
 
    “Me, you, James and Hector, are unusual genetic specimens, but of two different but related types. You may be more unusual, and rare, than we are, which could make you more valuable to America than I am or our other Immunes. Time enough to talk about this later. If you are what I suspect, there may only be four or five like you in the entire US population. That’s assuming our geneticists are right.” 
 
    Just then, two black SUVs drove up, and the three men hurried to bundle Brogan and Grayson safely inside the lead vehicle. Brogan told him, “You’ll meet two more Immunes today. You’ll meet Ally, the other driver, after we get to the command center. Orville here is our driver. Immunes can’t be made to swing into oncoming traffic or drive off a bridge, so they usually drive for us.” 
 
    With that explanation, they raced off into the dawn of a new day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles was pissed off when a Shield, Arlo Crawford called from the mall security office before 7:00 AM on the following day. Anytime he encountered a “complication” with a woman he picked up at that shopping mall he made certain the security tapes for those hours went missing.  
 
    It had not seemed urgent to start his research sooner, to try to trace the oddly resistant man of the evening before, so he’d waited like Arlo suggested, for the man he had bribed for years to arrive for his 6:00 AM shift. He paid him for creating gaps in recordings for his benefit and then ordered the man to forget the transactions, but today the records he wanted were already missing. In fact, the recordings for the entire day were gone, and not just for the evening hours.  
 
    Several men with a federal warrant had appeared late last night, and there was a hasty consultation with the head of the mall’s legal department, who answered a federal judge’s call in the night. The night watch supervisor had turned over the master files, and he had not been permitted to make copies. He had a promise that they would return the records, but as it happened, he had not received a receipt for them, nor did he have a copy of the warrant he said he saw. The warrant was supposedly for evidence related to a federal investigation into the sale of counterfeit Chinese consumer goods at the various mall kiosks. The tapes inside mall stores were still available, but not those recordings of the goods for sale at the small kiosks along the main concourse, or of the people walking there or in the food court.  
 
      Finding the irritating man wasn’t a high priority for Stiles after a night of reflection, despite how bizarre it had been for him. Although, he liked to take out his spite on anyone that irritated him. It wasn’t the first time he lost track of some unknown person that had inadvertently thwarted one of his frauds, and he’d wanted to kill them but couldn’t find them. Shit happened, and sometimes he killed someone else as a stand-in for the one he wanted dead. He didn’t feel that strongly this morning, but perhaps he would in New York.  
 
    His easy success in Chicago had improved his standing as an independent contractor that various national organized crime figures could call on for difficult jobs. He had accepted another rush contract in New York City before daylight, for a large sum, with a bonus for a rapid response. A very well protected and vital witness in a federal investigation needed to recant his testimony while on the stand and under oath, scheduled for afternoon Eastern Time, and then have a fatal accident before he could be convinced to change his testimony again. The customer would use a legal tactic to delay the start of testimony by an hour after lunch, but speed was vital.  He took the contract because it was a federal investigation he could wreck after another federal investigation had gotten in his way. It was an ironic means of returning the favor. At least to his twisted mind’s sense of justice. 
 
    He’d had a housekeeper hastily pack a bag for a possible few days stay and arranged for a limo driver to rush him to the airport.  He was nearly at the airport now, rushing to catch an early direct flight. His aircraft, as it left the gate, taxied close to his previous source of irritation without either of them being aware of their proximity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Grayson’s description of last night’s events was listened to not only without skepticism but apparently accepted as truthful, he was a bit taken aback at some questions afterward. 
 
    Brogan said, “I’m one of a presumed thirty-two to thirty-five natural Immunes out of a US population of three hundred twenty-five million. We’re statistically one in ten million. The BII has now located twelve Immunes, and we have recruited eleven of those. We’ve been a bit luckier finding Compellers since they display an active instead of a passive ability. We found twenty-six and nineteen of them are in the ranks of the BII. 
 
    “Immunes like me cannot pick out a Compeller like James or Hector from a group of people, or provide even their general direction. We triangulate by have several posted around an area, and check on who received the thoughts and who didn’t. When you say you sensed where Stiles was, isn’t it probable that it was because you already knew who and where Stiles was, and that knowledge influenced your belief?” 
 
    Grayson countered that instantly. “No. I’m positive I could point to him with my eyes closed and estimate to within a few feet of where he was. I sensed him even after I rounded the main corridor corner passing the food court, where I dodged a bearded man who moved to stop me. You saw that man on the video recording. Stiles was standing back where the right angle is in the central concourse.” 
 
    “Bull shit.” That blunt reply surprised Grayson, but it came from James Olson, the Compeller. He explained, “That puts you at least ninety feet away from where you say Stiles was. That’s out of range. You simply remembered where he was.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Grayson asked. “Check out the fat bearded man ten or twelve feet ahead of me, walking past the Food Court with a woman. I sensed Stiles command to him to specifically tackle me, and I shifted to place a group of people between the two of us. Mister Tubby Beard was at least a hundred feet from Stiles, and he responded. Perhaps you’ve misjudged the range Stiles has, as well as misjudging how sensitive I am to your mental instructions. I knew where you and Hector were standing, and I was inside a closed hallway.” 
 
    Orville, the SUV driver, sat at a computer displaying the mall layout, where they had played the various videos from each camera. He placed a grid graphic over the mall’s map and adjusted the scale. “He’s right Jim. The food court was a bit more than a hundred feet from Stiles when the bearded guy tried to intercept Grayson. Even if he’s wrong about his directionality, he’s right about Stiles having more range than you, Hector, or any of our other Compellers. We need to restructure our VIP protection grids.” 
 
     Brogan, who didn’t explain what a protection grid was, decided it was time to settle the directionality issue. “Hector, there’s a hundred-foot tape measure in the toolkits of each of our SUVs. Get one, and measure off a hundred feet from the command post. I’ll ask Mister Grayson to sit in a corner where he can’t see outside. Pick a random direction and walk it off. At the end of the tape, try to Compel him, and then me, to do something unexpected. Then walk ten feet closer and try again, then another ten feet until I tell you I received your thoughts.” 
 
    Shortly, Grayson was sitting in a chair in a small side room of the command post RV, with Brogan standing next to him. Abruptly, Grayson leaned to the side, so he had room to point with his right arm without touching the wall on his right. James looked at his indicated direction and walked to a small curtained window on that side, and peered outside. 
 
    “Damn! He pointed right at Hector, as well as I can tell,” James told them. 
 
    Brogan said, “I didn’t receive anything yet. How close did he get before Grayson pointed?” 
 
    “Sir, he hasn’t moved closer yet,” Orville informed them, looking out another window. “He’s at the end of the tape.”  
 
    Fifteen seconds later, Grayson pointed a slightly different direction. “He feels closer to me now, but he moved to my right, or his left if he’s facing me. Oh, and Superintendent, when he finally reaches your range, please don’t kiss me on the lips. I sure as Hell wasn’t about to kiss your ass when he ordered me to do that in his first instruction. To be fair, I sensed his full thought that he was certain I couldn’t receive that order from that distance.” 
 
    At seventy feet, Brogan acknowledged he’d received Hector’s compulsion and lifted his cuff to speak to him. “Come back inside Hector. Grayson picked you up at one hundred feet and in the right direction. He even detected your side shifts later, and your commands intended only for me when you were still outside presumably your maximum range. Your true range is more than we thought, at least it is for him. He’s able to do what he said he could do.” He listened a moment to a radio reply. 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s offended. At least he didn’t try to kiss my ass.” 
 
     Grayson laughed. “It was certainly unexpected.” 
 
    “That it was,” Brogan agreed. “And it reveals a problem we weren’t expecting to discover. Both you and Stiles have greater ranges than we do. We can do more rigorous tests to learn your maximum reception range, but I don’t know other Immunes would be able to do that for Stiles maximum transmission range. You picked up Hector’s commands from farther away than I can, so his transmission range is effectively greater for you. Or rather you have greater sensitivity. We have extensively tested ordinary people for how far away any of our Compellers can influence them, and weak reception at seventy-five feet is normally the maximum. We need to redo those tests now, with statistics we can build from your sensitivity.” 
 
    “What do you do when you know what range someone like Stiles has? What was the protection grid Orville mentioned?”  
 
    Brogan seemed uncomfortable for a moment. “This involves national security issues. I wasn’t provided specific authorization to discuss this with anyone outside the BII’s sworn agents, but I already have unprecedented authorization to do the work the BII was formed to conduct. We’re outside the other members of the Intelligence Community, because of the threat offered by people like Stiles, or from Compellers from other nations.” 
 
    He seemed to reach a decision point. “You know of course, about the fictional James Bond, the British 007 secret agent with a license to kill.” It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t wait for an acknowledgment.  
 
    “The BII has many 007’s, and I don’t mean from the standpoint of movie spy training, although we’re doing what we can to teach them. I’m a former CIA field agent myself, which is why I’m running the agency. All my BII agents led more conventional lives before they were recruited to work for me. They can err on the side of national security when they draw their weapons, and not fear the repercussions of a fatal mistake. It isn’t a license to kill, as much as a Get out of Jail card. We can’t afford to lose an irreplaceable agent that way. I’m always looking for psych recruits for the BII because our country’s enemies are now doing that. We are processing any DNA samples we can get hold of in our search.” 
 
    Grayson was hardly slow-witted. “I understand what you just politely phrased. A retired police detective with Immune ability is a potential recruit.  I have questions about what it is you usually do, besides look for people like Stiles and accidentally stumble onto someone like me.”  
 
     Brogan offered a genuine smile and appeared to be relieved. “We try to protect our government leaders from outside influence, people like the President, the entire Senate and House, and the Supreme Court. But I only have a dozen Immunes for that, counting myself, and four of them are here with me. We set up a grid of Immunes to surround the President when he’s out in public, which drives the Secret Service crazy having relatively untrained and armed people within their protective perimeter. We post some near Congress and the Supreme Court when they’re each in session. We’re always watching for signs of external influences. The US isn’t the only government that is trying to protect decision makers from external control, or that sends people out to influence leaders of hostile governments. It can be a hazardous job, with long hours, frequent travel, although for once it pays very well and has good fringe benefits. I run my budget, and it’s a dandy for such a small organization, without any oversight.” 
 
    Grayson shrugged. “Considering Stiles murdered three friends of mine, and he may be looking for me, I know I can’t protect everyone I care about; I’ll tell you what I think you already know. I’m interested. However, let me list some conditions first.” 
 
    “Fine. I don’t have a scintilla of Compulsion ability, but the men and women here with me can attest to my success at convincing unlikely recruits to join the BII.” 
 
    Jason said, “I was a phony motivational speaker. I could have been a real one if I knew then what I know now.” 
 
    Orville said, “I was a barber.” 
 
    Brogan told him, “Hector was a Special Needs teacher, who had an amazing ability to connect with his mentally disabled students. Ally, the other driver today, worked at a Woman’s Crisis Center. Now they’re all armed and dangerous, and helping to protect our nation’s leaders from mind control.” 
 
    Grayson smiled, and told Brogan, “If you can keep my family safe from Stiles while I hunt him down and kill him, you’ll meet my first two conditions.” 
 
    Brogan suddenly looked crestfallen. “I can provide safety for your family, even extended family, by relocation and the same new identity service as the federal witness protection provides. But I’m afraid you misunderstand my mission now, as it relates to Stiles. Especially if he is as powerful as your first-hand experience suggests he is. None of our Compellers can project a convincing cover image as you said Stiles used for ordinary people. Apparently only you saw through that image. He may be as genetically rare as I’m convinced you are.” 
 
    “Sir, you’ve alluded to my greater rarity than yours, and now to his. What do you mean? What do you think the DNA sample you took from me will tell you?” 
 
    “Dan…, May I call you that?” 
 
    “Sure. Everyone does.” 
 
    “Dan, if you join us, I’ll let one of our geneticists explain it to you in detail, but I can give you a synopsis.” 
 
    “OK. Let me hear it.”  
 
    “I think you must be a double Immune. All the other Immunes we’ve found, myself included, are singles, with a single working copy of a genetic mutation on an X or Y chromosome. I meant a gene mutation that is functional and is expressed. Perhaps the term activated better describes the gene complex for you. These genes can be inherited from one or both parents, although they are not at all common in the general population. In most cases, any copy of the gene is recessive, inactive if you will, and has potential that never is expressed.  
 
    “Of those rare individuals that carry a recessive copy, very few will have that gene activated in some fashion. Although it seems to happen most often near puberty, therefore our genetic experts suspect that hormones or other biochemical changes play a role in activating the complex and that you and I developed unnoticed into an Immune. Because the gene appears on either the X or the Y chromosome, it is inherited from either your mother or father. However, that also means it could be inherited from both parents. On the Y from a father, and on the X from the mother for a male child. For a female fetus, it can come from the X of either parent. 
 
    “If both copies are recessive, the person will not be Immune. If either gene is active, they are like me, a single. If by some means they are both active, that individual would be a double Immune, and that is estimated to occur once out of roughly seventy-five million births. You may be a double and the first to be identified.” 
 
    “Damn.” Grayson considered what that might imply. “Would that explain my directional and ranging ability, plus my ease of discriminating between which of you was trying to control me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Brogan admitted. “Our present level of genetic understanding isn’t that precise. Our scientists can’t predict accurately what two expressed copies would do for someone, but we have educated guesses. None of them that I read predicted your directional abilities.” 
 
    “OK. That’s how Immunity happens. Why did nature need a gene like that?” 
 
    “Because it’s a variant of a single gene complex, a relatively minor variation of the same mutation if you prefer that term, of the compulsion gene complex. That makes both equally rare, and it sometimes results in what Hector and James have, a single active copy of the compulsion version. There are people with inactive or recessive copies of the two versions, and they can’t send their thoughts or have any immunity. An active copy of the compulsion version lets them send anyone their thoughts as if they originated in the mind of the receiver, and that person will act on them if they were told to do so.” 
 
    “So, someone can inherit two copies of that version, just as I may have with the Immune gene?” 
 
    “Yes. By the way, I was almost a double. I have a second copy of the Immune gene on my X chromosome, which is inactive. We are trying to learn how to activate recessive copies so that I might eventually match your ability if my other copy is activated. We constantly scan DNA of people for inactive copies of those genes, to identify future targets of new medical procedures to activate latent Immune abilities. That’s assuming they wish to participate, of course. We aren’t seeking to create more compellers, but I’m afraid that is inevitable, I suppose. We’d like everyone to become Immunes. Even a Compeller can be compelled, so they need immunity as well.” 
 
    He shifted direction slightly. “Just so that you know, these genes are inherited, and they occur in families. My sister has one inactive Immune copy, and my brother also has an inactive copy. My mother is dead, but she must have been a carrier, and my elderly father has a copy. I’d like to test members of your family, and if they carry any copies of the Immune version, they might be activated eventually to provide them protection. That’s advantageous even if they don’t employ the ability.” He added the last comment, in case Grayson wanted his family left out of BII business.   
 
    However, Grayson described his new concern. “What if Stiles is a double, with two copies of that gene variation active? Could that explain his greater range than Hector or James have, and his mental image projection, along with his strong control ability?” 
 
    Brogan shrugged. “Honestly, that possibility occurred to me only in the last hour, by your explanation of what happened in the mall. It’s what has me considering how to recruit Stiles to our cause.” 
 
    “What?” Grayson was stunned, and that feeling morphed quickly into anger. 
 
    “He’s a Goddamned ruthless killer. He murdered innocent people just to get Habersham out in the open so that he could kill him. Not to mention my friends.”   
 
    “I didn’t say he would be employed inside the United States if he agreed to work for me. We recently killed an agent from another country that managed to compel the President when he was away from Washington, and we believe she affected two or three Senators before we discovered her. I eventually had her shot by a sniper from a safe distance after she started using crowd control to block her capture by my me and other Immunes.  
 
    “Anyway, Stiles appears to be motivated by money. If paid enough by his country, he could severely disrupt our enemies in places where he might blend into the population. I’m afraid North Korea is out, as much as I’d like to pay them back for their agent. She nearly started a war with Iran.”  
 
    “Superintendent, I don’t know if I can work for an organization that would employ a monster like Stiles.”  
 
    “Please don’t be hasty, Dan. We desperately need more human psych resources, and nature has made them exceedingly rare. Besides, I need to find out a great deal more about Stiles before I even try to contact him. He may be too erratic. I have two agents in Jeffersonville, they’re both Compellers, investigating his past activities. Some of his former contacts are still over there, and we already know they will easily respond to a mental compulsion. James and Hector will join them, now that I’ve met with you.” 
 
    Grayson didn’t slam the door but refused to commit. “I’ll wait to see what that investigation uncovers. But you need to understand this. If I discover any sign that Stiles is after my family or me, I’ll use my Immune ability to get close enough to kill him, and suffer whatever the consequences will be for me.”  
 
    Grayson had a cynical side. If he was as rare an Immune as Brogan surmised, he might receive BII immunity from a murder prosecution anyway. Without Stiles alive to join the BII, he would have no reason not to work for them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At JFK, after a four-and-a-half-hour flight, a private limo company driver met Stiles. Seeing his fictitious name, which the driver displayed on the sign he held over his chest, he approached him and said, “I’m Mr. Whitman. I believe you were hired to drive me to 500 Pearl Street, the address of the Moynihan Federal Courthouse.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” The driver introduced himself, shook hands with the short, blonde, stocky middle-aged man he thought he saw, who had what he mentally perceived as a Texas sounding accent. Stiles hurried the man with a mental sense of urgency and offered him a thousand-dollar tip for a speedy trip. The driver took his carry-on suitcase and hurried with him to where the limo waited at curbside, where another man from the limo company was holding off airport security officers that wanted the car moved. 
 
    Stiles wasn’t going to let any of the crime families know his real identity, so he had refused an offer of a driver and car from them. He was an independent contractor, and he intended to retain his independence and anonymity. That was why in New York he dealt with the Five Families through a Shield he established from there that spoke with a representative of The Commission; a council used to demark territory between the previously warring factions.  
 
    Today he’d agreed to his first contract with one of the Five New York families, working with the approval of the Commission. He’d made the success of his Chicago contract known to them two days ago, even before he caught his flight home from Chicago. The New York Shield he used for this contact was kept in the dark about his real identity because he wasn’t one of his long-time employees from his early days. He was aware of how extensive the New York families were, and that they would want to exert more control over him if they could. It wasn’t going to happen, even if he had to kill off the heads of the families to make his point. He didn’t want to run the families; he just wanted to provide a service they could receive in no other way, and which would pay him well for completion of each contract. 
 
    This contract was being paid by the Genovese crime family, to influence a federal racketeering trial of a mob Captain associated with that family. The protected witness, a lower ranking Lieutenant who had been turned against the family by prosecutor pressure, was the target for Stiles promise that he would change his damaging testimony while he was sitting on the witness stand. That would only happen if he arrived before he testified, and they had waited almost too late to hire him. The witness had previously fallen into disfavor with this mob Captain and feared for his life, so he was convinced that entering the federal witness protection system was his only escape. If his testimony secured the conviction of this crime family member, he would testify in future cases, about murders and extortion committed by himself and other lower ranking associates, and perhaps induce some of them to turn against the family. The mob wanted him stopped, and an example made.  
 
    Stiles first mental access to the witness would be after he arrived in the Moynihan Federal Courthouse today, most likely when the witness entered the courtroom via secure, protected rear corridors. What he knew about the man was in a short dossier faxed to his local Shield in Louisville, who sent it as an attachment in a file to an account Stiles could access anonymously with a tablet. He read it on the way to the airport, and on the flight.  
 
    Ralphie Mancuso was about to have a confusing day as a Tool under Stiles Control, and then experience a shortened day when he encountered whatever improvised event presented itself to his Controller. 
 
    For Stiles to maintain his anonymity, he had no intention of obtaining entry to the courtroom itself, which had a surveillance system which wouldn’t record his false image. He could get inside if he wanted to, of course, by mental manipulation of someone with authorized access, such as replacing someone in the news media, some legal scholars, or one of a few lucky courtroom observers selected from the pool of people interested in such spectacles. He intended to wait in the outer corridor, which would be within his effective range of the target.   
 
    Upon leaving the elevator and asking someone for directions to the courtroom, he promptly cleared a seat on one of the several benches outside the courtroom. He did that by sending four seated people to the bathroom at once and sliding into the end seat almost across from the open doorway of the outer vestibule of the court. He saw that he was in time because armed bailiffs were carefully checking press credentials, personal photo identification, and verifying they matched the clerk of court issued courtroom photo passes before they allowed anyone to go through the second set of doors into the courtroom. They also re-checked every entrant by passing a hand-held metal detector over them, after they emptied their pockets into small bins for examination. This procedure was after the original check when the people passed through the building’s front door security. Everyone knew weapons could be smuggled into the building, and there would be armed law enforcement members throughout the building on duty as witnesses in various cases. 
 
    Stiles smiled. He’d previously successfully sent a Tool through a courthouse magnetometer system in Jeffersonville, with a small gun in his pocket. He’d broadcasted a general audio sense suppression to everyone, to ignore when the loud beep sounded. It would have been noticed by those over a hundred feet away if they were listening, but they would assume the uniformed officers at the entrance would check what caused the alarm. It was just a test without risk, at least for Stiles. The Tool returned the cheap weapon when he left the building and was ordered to forget what happened.  
 
    He hadn’t needed to sneak in a gun here because his mind was his weapon. There were guns present on the two bailiffs protecting the sanctity of the court at its entrance, and there were possibly guns carried by detectives or federal agents out here in the corridor with him. Witnesses, including law officers, didn’t sit in the courtroom to hear prior testimony, and some sat in a separate room across the corridor, reserved for witnesses. Some people, bored, lingered in the hall until called by a bailiff to present their testimony concerning evidence they found or interrogations they conducted. Not all people out here was involved in the case Stiles was here to influence. 
 
    He noticed one man who was acting noticeably sociable, who from Stiles experience had the look of a cop to him. He wore a suit, as a detective might, but he didn’t dress as sharply as most federal agents Stiles had seen. He had been making the rounds of others in the hallway, those standing around, leaning against a wall, or sitting on benches. He’d chat briefly, then move on to someone else. It was casual, and he seemed to be asking friendly questions, smiling a phony smile, and then leaving. He’d already passed this bench before Stiles had created space to sit, and he was coming back this way when he saw new occupants.  Stiles wanted to learn a little bit about that man, and some other men he thought could also be armed city cops or federal agents. He broadcast, if armed, touch your gun to make sure it’s still secured. 
 
    The nosey man touched his left armpit, two others made a similar gesture, and one reached to the small of his back. The two bailiffs patted their holster flaps on their pistol belts. There was certainly some firepower available in the hallway if he needed it later. 
 
    As the nosey man came closer, he sent a query just to him. Scratch your nose if you’re local police.  
 
    He rubbed his nose. The detective seemed about to talk to another person at the other end of the bench, but Stiles redirected him to himself, to save time and satisfy his curiosity. 
 
    Sliding more to the end, he made a bit of room and patted the space in an invitation. The man sat down. “Thanks,” he said. “It gets boring out here in the hall, waiting for hours to testify, and then just get sent home after some asshole lawyer decides he doesn’t need you today.”  
 
    He flashed his phony smile, and apologized, “Say, I hope you ain’t no lawyer. I don’t mean any offense. Cops spend too much time waiting to testify and not enough time to arrest more criminals.” 
 
    “No offense taken.” To anyone near him, he still looked like a short, stocky man with blonde hair and a Texas drawl.  
 
    “Hey, I have a pretty good ear. You sure ain’t a New Yorker.  You from out west, or perhaps from Kentucky?” 
 
    His ear wasn’t that good since few would confuse a Texas accent with anyone from Kentucky. His specifically naming that state aroused Stiles suspicions.  
 
    “Why no. I just represent someone that’s a witness in this trial,” he pointed across the hall. “I came to advise him if he’s called to testify today or tomorrow.” He mentally sent him something different. You and I are old acquaintances, someone you’d forgotten. Tell me your name.  
 
    “My name’s Anthony Molina. I think we’ve met.” 
 
    Stiles nodded. “We have indeed. I was here a couple of years ago representing a client, and you were one of the detectives in that case. We bumped into each other at a bar later, with some influential people we both knew from the trial.” 
 
    You became friendly with me. You will remember I was someone you might make use of because I had important mob connections. Say who you’re looking for, perhaps I can help. 
 
    “I remember you now,” his freshly implanted memory informed him. “I need to identify a guy who I think came in from Kentucky for this trial. It’s important to someone I know. I’m just a detective; I ain’t no big lawyer or nuthin. If I can do a favor for this important person, it’ll help me out.” 
 
    Stiles smiled and nodded. “My flight out of Dallas made a stop in Louisville this morning. Only a dozen people got on there. I remember what one of them looks like and they’re also here.” He was certain Molina would have no idea if a Dallas flight stopped in Louisville or not, before continuing to JFK. 
 
    He quickly added, in a friendly and conspiratorial low tone, “Anthony, I’m being paid by some important people from New York, names that I know you must know. They want me to keep their low-level employee out of the news, and not let the star witness today implicate him in any dealings with the main defendant, and put them all in a bad light.” 
 
    He sent other helpful thoughts. If we work for the same people, we can work together. Who sent you? I’ll keep your secret if you keep mine. 
 
    Molina looked around nervously. “I’m not supposed to bother him, just let him do his job. I’m only supposed to find out what he looks like and point him out to someone else that will watch him.” 
 
    Stiles nodded as if he understood, and in fact, he did. Either the Commission sent this klutz to identify their new independent contractor, or one of the five families was freelancing, trying to gain an edge over the others by securing independent direct access to a powerful new asset.  
 
    They wanted to turn him into their Tool! It was offensive to have anyone think of him that way. He needed to complete this contract to prove his value, but he wanted to find out if he needed to punish everyone on the Commission, or let them know who on the council went freelancing in violation of the agreement he had with them. 
 
    “I believe the person you want is already inside the courtroom. She’s a journalist that got on the plane in Louisville. She shouldn’t be hard to identify when they adjourn for the day. She’s wearing a picture ID on her press pass with her name.” Stiles wondered if there was a female journalist inside and if she was from Kentucky. It was an amusing thought, but he didn’t give a shit. 
 
    You got what you want, tell me who sent you. 
 
    The name he whispered meant nothing to Stiles when he heard it, so he asked softly, but with mental force, “What family?” 
 
    “Oh. Bonanno.” 
 
    You need to tell your Bonanno family contact who they’re looking for, then return to sit on this same bench. Forget you ever spoke to me, or what we talked about when you return. 
 
    Molina got up and walked down the hallway for a short distance and pulled out a cell phone and made a call, speaking softly with his face to the wall. 
 
    While they had chatted, the last of those with visitor passes had re-entered the courtroom after the lunch break, and the afternoon session was about to start. Stiles implanted an auto-suggestion to one of the bailiffs before he closed the outer doors to the hallway. Now he only had to wait for the arrival of Ralphie boy, and implant his more complex auto-suggestion when he knew his invisible target was within range.  
 
    Molina returned and sat on the other end of the bench when Stiles sent another person to the men’s room with a weak bladder. The detective didn’t glance his way, or speak to anyone. 
 
    It was less than thirty minutes before the bailiff opened the outer doors and looked up and down the hall and reclosed the outer double doors. Stiles now knew Ralphie Mancuso had entered the courtroom and was in range. He had taken pains to rehearse the kind of things Mancuso was to say when he was asked to describe what he knew about his former boss, a Captain in the Genovese organization. Stiles was free to interpret the favorable words he’d implant however he wished because those that hired him had no idea how he planned to achieve what he guaranteed he could do.  
 
    That vile mafia member was about to achieve near sainthood in the words of Mancuso, considering that he was a “made man” who had ordered and had personally committed, multiple gruesome murders, some of them with Mancuso present and who was a co-participant. 
 
    Today the man would be a charitable man with a generous disposition, and when challenged by the prosecution team about his changing testimony from prior depositions, Ralphie would deny any outside influence. He would claim that tremendous pressure from the prosecution had forced him to say what they wanted him to say, and they had made outlandish promises to him that he knew the government would never keep. He had received a final implanted command, that would trigger when a bailiff opened both sets of the double doors at the rear of the courtroom, showing Mancuso his path. He talked for a half an hour, with the prosecution objecting to their own witness, and forced to try to impeach his testimony. Stiles had implanted a command in the mind of the judge to allow the witness to keep talking and to overrule the government lawyers. Then it was the turn of the defense. 
 
    The opening of the outer doors by the bailiff was the indication that a delighted lead defense attorney was about to question the witness. That signal sent Stiles strolling down the hallway and around the corner, just before he ordered the bailiff to open the inner doors.  He wasn’t there to see what happened, but his crowd control commands kept those seated in the courtroom rooted in place and the bailiffs unable to react. Mancuso suddenly leaped out of the witness chair, raced past the shocked but frozen assistant prosecutor, through the low swinging gates of the rail behind the legal teams, and down the empty aisle towards the open doors.  
 
    His moment of freedom as he fled down the hall ended when an off-duty police officer leaped up from a bench where he sat in the hallway.  Molina fired eleven rounds of his semiautomatic service weapon at Mancuso’s back. Then he walked up to the prone figure to fire the last two bullets into the back of his head. The hero shooter became less so when he confessed to having been sent to kill the star witness by the Bonanno crime family. He had contact information on his phone and a recent call to back his assertion that he was working for a high-ranking member of that crime family. 
 
    Stiles needed to use his Control ability to get the officers enforcing the lockdown of the courthouse relaxed long enough for him to make his exit, then he ordered the officers to forget him. He waved at a slowly moving limo to pull over to the front of the building to pick him up, and it then drove him to the airport. He’d not even needed his carry-on bag in the trunk since there had been no unexpected legal delays. He’d have to bump someone out of first class to get aboard the next available flight home, but that was trivial. He seldom made reservations in advance of arrival at an airport. There was always a first-class seat that suddenly became available, and he had his preference of whatever meal was available.  
 
    He’d be home later than his usual bedtime, but he had little interest in visiting New York City anyway. He thought the speech patterns and mannerisms of many people in New York sounded rude to him. He might leave more bodies than was easy to cover up if he stayed very long.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: Family Psych 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson was permitted to call his wife. “Babe, you already know what I told you about Stiles. The federal agents I spoke to today are from a federal organization dedicated to guarding the country against his sort of threat. They know about his ability make people do what he wants. In fact, I’ve been offered a job to work for this new agency because I’m immune to what Stiles can do to control people. It’s how I got away from him at the mall. It would be a huge raise in pay for us. What do you think?”  He knew this was nothing less than a family bombshell, so he waited to hear an explosion. I was merely a soft pop. 
 
    His announcement wasn’t the first thing she addressed. Although happy he was OK, Barbs words proved her main worry was still there. “Dan, Stiles came after Roger and Gil, and he killed Maureen in the process. You told me what happened to another investigator’s family. How is some government agency in Washington going to stop him if he comes after us to get to you? He behaves like a vindictive, homicidal maniac, and he can make people do what he wants. He might not be able to control you, but you can’t be with us every hour of every day.” 
 
    “Barb, they promised to provide security for you and Stacy, and you can stay in seclusion until his threat ends.” He wasn’t about to tell her the BII was considering recruiting the bastard for overseas deployment, for disruption of hostile governments. If Stiles agreed to work for the BII under pressure and for a ton of money, even if Brogan sent him out of the country no one could stop his return if he used his ability to sneak back.  
 
    He let Barb think protection would be needed only until the capture of Stiles ended the risk. This omission made him feel like a heel, but he didn’t think Stiles would consent to work for the BII anyway. He was used to being in charge and probably wasn’t going to accept any restrictions on his actions. 
 
    Hector and James had driven to Jeffersonville to work with the other two agents, all four of them with the ability to compel rumored Stiles flunkies to cooperate with them, and then command them to forget they had done so.  
 
    In the meantime, he learned that the four agents he’d met had visited his home an hour before they found him at his office. They had quickly searched the house and had gathered a few items that he might have objected to their taking without a warrant. Although he now knew they largely operated without such a need.  
 
    Agents had already collected combs, brushes, and cups from the bathrooms belonging to him and Barb, and toothbrushes, cups, and a hairbrush from the half-bath next to Stacy’s bedroom. Brogan had told him he’d suspected Dan was an Immune, that these traits are usually inherited, with the genetic mutations appearing in families over multiple generations. He intended to test samples from Barb and Stacy, so he didn’t want to wait to collect cheek swabs as he’d done with Grayson.  
 
    Warrantless intrusion in this national emergency gave the BII what amounted to secret and very unconstitutional powers in certain matters that were defined and restricted, Brogan said, by a list of “parameters” the agents knew and followed. That’s just terrific, Grayson thought. 
 
      To be honest, aside from his indignation, Grayson wanted to know if his daughter had inherited his ability. Immunity wasn’t an obvious trait if it was active, unlike the gene to compel others when it was active. He learned that agents with compulsion ability had almost universally been unaware of anything but an exceptional ability to convince other people to accept their point of view, they could sell merchandise better or teach more effectively than other teachers. It had taken recognition of their capability, and a brief stint of training, using Immunes that could sense their thoughts as a feedback source before they learned how to focus and direct their ability at others. It was Stiles, who was untrained but had demonstrated a more powerful ability, which hinted at his having two active copies of his genetic mutation. 
 
    Having waited weeks or months for DNA evidence processing before Grayson had retired from the LMPD, he expected to wait weeks for his test results. He expected wrongly.  
 
    Brogan turned away from a console in the command post that he’d manned personally. The big vehicle was quiet inside after the other agents had departed. A phone chime had informed him he had a text, which when read led him to log into one of the computers to read Grayson’s test results. 
 
    He’d explained earlier that except for his small Washington Bureau office, with a cadre of career staff with experience gained from working for other intelligence gathering departments, that the BII had near parity of agents compared to support personnel, despite the limited number of people with psych ability. That meant it was the smallest federal agency by far, because of the rareness of the individuals with their capability.  
 
    With a grin and a satisfied expression, after he read the report, Brogan said, “I was right. You’re a double Immune. But that isn’t all, my exceptionally rare friend.”   
 
    Grayson, already half convinced by his ability that he’d likely be a double Immune, was curious. “What else? They discovered I also have a double appendix?” He spoke facetiously, but he was amazed they had results so soon. “Where did you send my swab that they processed it so quickly?” 
 
    “To one of our twenty roving mobile BII labs that happened to be in Cincinnati, a short flight from here and met by a courier. We didn’t examine your entire genome, which would take far longer, our technicians check a short portion of your DNA that was clipped out of the full strands, to examine the short area where the genes we want to identify would reside. The technicians use a specially designed portable lab that uses the new CRISPR technology that’s been in the medical news recently.” 
 
    The blank expression told Brogan the former police detective wasn’t exactly conversant with the publicity surrounding an ongoing revolution in genetic research, and the new therapies it made possible. 
 
    “No, it isn’t the produce section of your damned refrigerator, as that acronym makes everyone think.” Not that Brogan was an expert either, but he knew how to recite from memory what he’d read for himself. 
 
    “CRISPR stands for Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats. A mouthful of jargon I’ve memorized, just to sound brilliant. It’s a technology that uses a system to edit out and isolate a DNA sequence that matches a specific sample sequence, and the technique can also be used for gene therapy to fix defects.  
 
    “For our purpose, I use it to find people like you. A small DNA specimen that the geneticists call a spacer, and what I call a sample, was used to find and extract millions of matching segments of human DNA from your cells in that swab. That first spacer can be provided by any human male, or a female if that’s who we’re testing, to isolate a section of DNA where the mutation will be if it’s there at all.  
 
    “Next, they edit the still over-large sections for the small DNA sequence where our mutations will appear, looking for a match to a precise sample of the genetic mutation that my agents and I have. The tests show if the mutation is present in a DNA sample or not. If found, we’ll know which of the two variations is present. With further tests for protein production controlled by these genes, we can also determine if the gene is expressed or if it’s recessive.” 
 
    “OK. Then I guess you confirmed what you suspected for me.” 
 
    “That, and more. Not only are your two copies of the Immune gene active on your X and Y chromosomes, but you also have a copy of the other variant of that gene complex on your X chromosome, which is recessive.” 
 
    “Uh. You mean I also have the Compel version?” 
 
    “It’s inactive, but yes, you have one copy. You just became more valuable to us, as if being a double Immune wasn’t enough.”  
 
    “It’s inactive, you said. So, what good is it?” 
 
    “I told you CRISPR was also being used for experimental gene therapy to fix defects. If we learn how to do it, we can insert copies of the mutation where we want them in someone’s DNA and reinsert the tissue in the donor to replicate for few months. That isn’t useful unless we learn what it takes to activate the new genes. Active genes of either variant will trigger the growth of a small organ in the brain that provides us with the means to send out thoughts to other minds or renders us immune to their effects but able to detect them. You are one of six people we’ve found that have a copy of both variants, and the only one with two active Immune copies. You and I and all BII agents have that small brain organ already in our heads. I can’t pronounce the damned Latin name for the organ, but generically we laymen call it the Psych gland, just to annoy the scientists since it isn’t a gland. I suspect your Psych gland is larger than mine.” 
 
    He saw Grayson’s smug expression, and added, “Before your ego runs away with that knowledge, kindly note that there is no relation to sexual dimorphism.” 
 
    “Say what?”  
 
    “Your schlong isn’t any longer than ours as a result.” 
 
    Grayson laughed at the bad joke, but said, “I thought sexual dimorphism was about male-female differences.”  
 
    “Killjoy. You’re like the humorless scientists I tried that joke on, who pointed out the term didn’t apply between same genders. It’s funny if you don’t know that.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Grayson tactfully agreed.   
 
    Brushing aside the failed attempt at humor, Brogan continued his explanation, “Yours and mine give us Immunity from inserted outside thoughts that we will obey, if strong enough, and for a Compeller they can send their controlling thoughts a short distance. It’s a modulated weak electromagnetic signal, and a person’s entire nervous system comprises the receiving antenna. A Compeller generates less power than an electric eel, but the signal is measurable.  
 
    “You have what we hope to find in more people in the population, an active Immune gene, and even one being active is extremely useful to us. We also look for active Compeller genes, but when it comes to defending our leaders, the Immune gene is more useful. We also seek to identify people with recessive genes of either type. If we learn how to activate recessive genes, you might also become a Compeller. Our first double threat.” 
 
    “Sir, what’s your long-range goal? To insert genes to create more agents to recruit?”  
 
    “Hell no. Well…, I mean yes, in the short term, but in the long term, we want to embed an active Immune gene in every US citizen that wants them, if that’s possible on such a scale. We need to figure out how to reliably activate the genes first, before solving the insert problem.  
 
    “We’re using Compellers as part of our nation’s defense, but if everyone is an Immune, a foreign Compeller would have no power over our population. I’m working to eliminate the need for the BII in my lifetime.” 
 
    “Do you have enough of a sample from my wife and daughter to test? I’d like to know if they’re Immunes.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how much DNA is in a hair root for our tests. There’s nothing usable from cut hair or hair you shed naturally, but brushing hair often pulls some out with root cells. Hector sent the items we collected from your house to Cincinnati before he and Jason drove to Jeffersonville. Even a toothbrush has usable DNA. I’d be surprised if your wife carries a copy of the genes, because of the rarity. Your daughter is a good bet to carry at least one Immune copy she inherited from you and considering she’s eighteen, and beyond puberty, it could be active and as unnoticed as your ability was. She might also have your inactive Compel gene on one chromosome.” 
 
    Brogan’s phone chimed again, and caller ID told him who it was. “What have you found Mike?” It was one of the agents Grayson hadn’t met, a Compeller. The Superintendent listened for a few minutes, asked a few questions, and ended with, “Bring back what you’ve collected. I want to read over his old notes. He may have been forthcoming in what is essentially a private diary, written after he first discovered his ability. Tell the others to continue to try to track down any of his so-called Tools or Shields, especially the latter. Interesting terms he uses for them, and what he calls himself, and the rest of the population.” 
 
    Grayson had a raised eyebrow as Brogan finished the call. His curiosity was obvious, but he wasn’t certain if Brogan considered him someone he’d share more sensitive information with before he’d officially joined the BII and swore an oath of some sort. He’d momentarily forgotten that he’d heard the BII had warrantless authority to arrest anyone that failed to cooperate. Grayson wanted to work with them, but the issue of Stiles cooperating with the BII was a potential showstopper for him. 
 
    Brogan seemed to sense his mood. “Look, Dan, I’m going to share what we’re learning about Stiles because I think you not only would make an excellent agent but because you want your family protected and I can help you do that. Hector learned from a Stiles employee, the same one that your friend Roger tracked to his condominium, that Stiles flew out of Louisville this morning, certainly while we were parked here next to the rental car lots for the terminal building. Based on the time of his flight we’ll be able to determine which flight he may have been aboard and where he went.  
 
    “Mike obtained cooperation to search Stiles old home where he grew up. He and his mother stayed there after his father’s death for a few years, before he learned how to earn money from insurance fraud, a time when he had people commit robberies for him. It’s a rental property now, and Mike offered the current tenants three month’s rent to let him search, rather than compel them to do so. The old house had imitation thin pine wood style paneling in several rooms, and one must have been Stiles bedroom. Mike noticed one panel under a window ledge was loose, having pulled away from the small finishing nails, and the panel then pushed back in place over the nail heads. He pulled the panel away from the inch-thick furring strips and discovered a couple of yellowed school style ringed notebooks hidden there, which were left behind when Stiles and his mother moved away when he was a sophomore in high school. Mike started reading the oldest one, and he’s bringing them here. Stiles has been homicidal since the day he discovered what he could do. He described himself as a sociopath, but I think it’s worse than that. He used his ability to plan the murder of his father at age thirteen.  
 
    “His second notebook, which Mike only glanced through, was written when he was fifteen and sixteen. He called the people he directed to commit crimes on his behalf his Tools. He used a capital “T” for the word. He was using other people as buffers to distance himself from some of this Tools, and he called them Shields, with a capital “S.” They’re people that he uses repeatedly, he pays them to recruit Tools with criminal skills. Tools rarely know who Stiles is, and some Shields only deal with him by phone or notes left at drops. In general, Stiles thinks of the rest of humanity as Susceptibles, again using a capital “S” for the word. He eventually believed he was alone in the world, and everyone else was a Susceptible that he could use as a Shield or a Tool.  
 
    He’s cagey but arrogant in his notes, and he describes himself as a Controller, with a capital “C.” His first notebook described when did research to find out if there were other people like himself. After that, he wrote detailed results of his practice at forcing people to do what he wanted and hurting them, including his first sexual exploits. He wrote about a necessary cleanup of a cheerleader because she was pregnant.” 
 
    “Clean up? Do you think he killed her?”  
 
    “Yes. Stiles apparently made the girl jump off a bridge over the Ohio River on the Louisville side, upriver of the dam and power plant. He assumed if catfish ate her that the fetus couldn’t be connected to him if no one found her body. We’ll check missing person records from that year, and from his high school. If he made her jump against her will, he’s stronger than a Compeller. If he’s a double, then the word Controller might just be the proper term for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, after the three of them perused the notebooks, handwritten with the spelling errors and grammatical mistakes expected from a thirteen and fourteen-year-old boy in the first notebook. Then his gradually improved writing and language of a kid of fifteen and sixteen, who had gained confidence in his ability to control the world around him. 
 
    Apparently, after that, he’d stopped keeping notes, and had moved away from his first experiments of forcing Tools to steal or commit robberies. They were made to hide the money in a secure location, only for the thief to lose the stash to the person that made them forget they had even done the crime.  
 
    Robbing a 7-11 or a liquor store didn’t score very much money because during the day the clerks slid excess cash through a slot in safes they didn’t know how to open. A bank robbery went bad when a silent alarm nearly caught him in the ring of police cars that swooped in on the bank to arrest his Tool. He swore off that method of earning money.  
 
    Stiles next means of obtaining money proved to be safer and more profitable, and after that, he stopped keeping notes. He quit writing about the repetitive lessons he’d learned in the second notebook when he made what proved to be a final entry, which explained his shift to insurance fraud. His mother, after a long legal fight, won a large (to Stiles, at that age) insurance settlement based on his father’s death by a hit and run truck driver. An accidental death that Stiles had engineered himself. The big payoff was a lesson learned. 
 
    Stiles notes revealed that he was a murderous and completely unsympathetic person who displayed no compunction against sacrificing a Tool or a victim to see if he could increase the amount of cash in a theft. He’d promptly give up a compromised Tool to face arrest for the robberies he made them do, or he’d force them to shoot a reluctant clerk in a kneecap to induce cooperation. It was his need to be near enough to control the Tool and often the victim, that drew unwanted attention to himself. ATM cameras had seen him, as well as parking lot cameras at convenience stores with gas pumps, and at liquor stores. His control ability thwarted the investigations, and he ordered videotapes erased or lost, and eliminated witnesses, but the cleanup process was what he considered an irritation and a sign of his inefficiency.   
 
    It was Stiles cleanup, to eliminate the depressed pregnant year older cheerleader, whom he’d forced into sexual submission, which became the final straw for Brogan.  
 
    “She asked him for money for an abortion, and it was cheaper for him to drive her to the bridge and order her to jump, despite her fear of heights and not knowing how to swim. His notes show he was proud of his subterfuge of convincing her she was on a swimming pool platform. Per his notes, it was a technique he’d been practicing and had perfected.  
 
    “Stiles is a psychopath, and I could never count on him to comply with any limits placed on his behavior. He has no conscience nor feels any remorse. He’s too dangerous to let live. I can’t imagine anything that would be worse than recruiting him as a BII agent, free to kill without prosecution.” 
 
    Grayson was relieved, and couldn’t agree more. They were about to discover worse things were coming than they imagined. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brogan assigned one of his Compellers, Dalia Nadeer, to work with Louisville FBI Special Agent Marion Claudel. Their task was to trace Stiles’ flight from Louisville that morning, despite his name not appearing on any outbound passenger manifests. Experience has shown that the newness and small size of the BII often delayed their civil investigations because of questions about their credentials. An accompanying FBI agent bypassed that delay, and Claudel was already aware of the BII’s interest in Stiles, if not precisely why.  
 
    Nadeer told her boss, “I think Stiles was most likely on a morning flight to JFK, under an assumed name. Agent Claudel obtained passenger lists for that flight and two others within the proper time frame, and one went to Atlanta and the other to Charlotte. I picked JFK because I logged into our Washington network to check the Interesting Events status board, and read that one of our news analysists reported a bizarre shooting death of a federal witness this afternoon, who suddenly reversed his previous sworn testimony on the stand, and then tried to escape. An off-duty New York cop shot him thirteen times and claimed he was ordered to do it by someone high up in a New York crime family, the Bonanno organization. The trial was a Racketeering case against a Genovese crime family member in the federal courthouse in Manhatten. It doesn’t seem plausible that the Bonanno family would help a member of a rival crime family using such a public execution. It has the hallmarks of possible Compeller influence. If Stiles went there, he could have been involved.  
 
    “Obviously, his airline check-in and passing a TSA identity check using a false name is trivial with his ability. He can be whoever he says he is. Special Agent Claudel has obtained access to look at the surveillance camera recordings of the TSA checkpoints for the three concourse gates of the airlines involved. She doesn’t know why I made JFK the highest priority to watch, but she’s seen Grayson’s pictures of Stiles. She’s watching that recording for me now.” 
 
    Brogan was working on speaker phone for Grayson’s benefit, who was filling out paperwork for his future employer. The superintendent stayed on a first name basis with his small force of agents, none of which had prior law enforcement or national security experience before he recruited them. That was another reason Grayson was such a valued discovery. Dan didn’t need the same training in the fundamentals of carrying and using a gun as the others had required.  
 
    “Dalia, do you think his visit could be mob connected? It appears from the interrogation of one of his contacts that a year ago he graduated from small insurance fraud in Jeffersonville to major corporate scale fraud in Louisville.  Per his middlemen named Collier, he said under Mike’s compulsion that Stiles had moved towards offering his unique services to those that could pay him for delivering what no one else could provide. It was a high priced contract type service offered to criminal enterprises.  
 
    “I suggested that because earlier this week a Chicago news story made the Interesting Events report. I sent Angelo there to investigate, but he didn’t find an obvious Compeller link, despite a shocking anti-crime politician’s public reversal, and his sudden support for a large contract award to a company with supposed mob ties. It could be his new business model.” 
 
    Grayson signed another from a stack of government forms, and said, “If he comes back as soon as he completes a job, he may return in the morning, or possibly later tonight. Perhaps we could meet him as he leaves the aircraft on his way home.” 
 
    He waved at the stack of papers. “I signed and filled out a stack of that damned paperwork, so when will I be sworn in, and get my guns back? You made it clear that Stiles is too dangerous and erratic to let live. You have yourself and me as Immunes already at the airport, and Dalia as a Compeller, so we should be able to handle one overconfident Controller that isn’t expecting trouble. I think an armed FBI agent that he can control is too risky to join us.”  
 
    If Grayson was honest with himself, he wasn’t thinking of national security. Stiles had murdered his three friends. It was personal, and the legal system he’d believed in all his career was helpless to deliver justice. 
 
    Listening to Grayson, Brogan went a terminal to use a software tool that provided access to airline schedules and their current flight status. After a couple of minutes, he said, “If he’s on his way back tonight, there were no direct flights from the New York area on any airline, but there are four flights from three New York area airports for multiple airlines, which make connections before reaching Louisville. He didn’t use his real name to book the morning flight, and he may not use the same false name again, so we can’t tell in advance if he’s on any of the flights for tonight.” 
 
    “OK. Can we meet all four flights, and wait near the gates? They probably won’t all arrive at the same time.” 
 
    Brogan nodded. “We have at least three hours. None of the inbound flight's legs are shorter than six hours with stops and plane changes. I’ll recall the four agents in Jeffersonville in time to be here at Louisville before any of the flights arrive. I hope he was paid well for his work. There won’t be any more like that.” 
 
    “What about all the money he’s already amassed?” 
 
    “Forfeiture. I’ve frozen all of Stiles bank and brokerage accounts, and all his property will be seized and auctioned off. He has three surviving grandparents that since his mother died have not seen or heard from him, and are grateful for that. I doubt he has an honest dollar in his possession after he spent the insurance money paid to his mother. Come to think of it, that was his first insurance scam since his earliest notebook says he murdered his father. Perhaps we can reimburse some of his victim's families. The BII doesn’t need his cash; I have a much larger budget.” 
 
    “Hey, you never said what the job pays, Mister Big Bucks Superintendent. Does it match the FBI’s pay scale? I’d love a raise from my former LMPD pay.” 
 
    “Fine. Although I’d hate to pay you less than my other agents, I can cut back to match the lower pay scale of the FBI if you wish. We pay better than a senior agent earns at GS-15, top of the steps. Plus a lot of overtime, and you’ll have liberal travel expenses.” 
 
    “Oh. OK. I guess I’ll have to settle for the higher pay. Dang, it.” He’d signed up on principle, not thinking about the pay. He had his police retirement, and his firm’s investigations had paid modestly well, even split with his junior partners, but he wasn’t affluent.  
 
    Two hours later, the remainder of the agents had arrived at the command post, ready to spread out through the terminal to the arrival gates they intended to watch. But only after an informal swearing in of the newest BII agent. 
 
    “When do I get a shiny gold badge with an eagle on top?”  
 
    “Patience. They cost money. I want to be sure you’re worth the investment. Here’s a temporary laminated picture ID.” That came courtesy of a digital photo and a device attached to a computer that produced a plastic card with a magnetic stripe and a holographic BII logo. 
 
    Grayson reached for it, asking, “Temporary? Having second thoughts or is there a probationary period I have to pass?” 
 
    “You’ll have a clothing allowance. Buy a good suit and tie; then we’ll take another picture. You need a shave, and your clothes are casual, to say the least.” 
 
    Grayson looked around at the better-dressed agents in the command post. “Well, at least I didn’t have to start as a beat cop in a uniform this time.”  
 
    Hector handed him his Glock and ankle gun, grinning. “You have a weapons allowance too, but you started out pretty well in that regard.  I’d never owned a firearm before joining the BII.” 
 
    They shook hands all around and welcomed the new agent, and they were about to exit from the command post and walk across a rental car lot to the terminal, in ample time to meet the first flight scheduled to arrive with passengers that connected through Charlotte from New York. It was due to arrive in less than an hour. 
 
    Dalia’s phone rang, and she stepped away to answer, but immediately turned back after listening for a moment. “Wait! Agent Claudel says one of the flights we were waiting for just made an unannounced landing at the  Cincinnati airport.” 
 
    She continued to listen, and relay what she heard. “It never spoke to Air Traffic control before making an unauthorized descent and landed, forcing another flight to break off an approach.” She paused.  
 
    “The FAA’s Command Center notified the Air Force when the aircraft started what appeared to be a controlled but rapid descent, and the flight crew wouldn’t answer radio calls. It was an assumed hijacking in progress, as happened on 9/11.”  Another pause.  
 
     “Fighters sent from Wright-Patterson didn’t arrive before the landing. Agent Claudel heard about it because the FBI was notified to send all available agents to the scene to interview passengers and crew. Local police are responding now, with the airport emergency equipment. They’ll get the people a safe distance away, then hold them for questioning. People are reported to be running away from the aircraft in all directions, ignoring instructions.”  
 
    “Shit!” Grayson slammed a closed fist down on a console. “He’s getting away. Stiles did this. He made the flight crew land and sent passengers running in a panic to cover his escape. He knew not to land here.” 
 
    Orville voiced what several agents probably wondered. “How would he know? He’s out of range anyone that knew we were waiting.” Thinking of his mental psych range. 
 
    “Not of a phone call,” Brogan interjected. “He probably heard from someone on the ground. There are phones on newer aircraft, and he may also have had cell phone coverage. He may have learned we were asking his Shields questions, even if they were Compelled to forget.” 
 
    Grayson had another thought. “His bank accounts were just frozen. If he used a credit card, it might have been declined, and he called to check on the reason. Or someone, like an accountant that helps hide his illicit income notified him. Regardless, he’s in the wind now, and it will be Hell finding him if he makes people see a false image. I doubt he had all his money in the bank either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
     Stiles was in a murderous rage. He’d called his accountant while he was in Charlotte to confirm if the three million had been deposited in his account while he was flying from New York. He had previously called him from JFK and told him to contact the Shield he used for his link to The Committee for the five families. He first thought his clients had failed to make the transfer to the special numbered account his accountant used, which would prove fatal to them all. However, while he sat on the plane on the taxiway, he had a second call that clarified the problem. The deposit had arrived in the proper account, but it was the transfer to any account that Stiles could directly access that revealed that all his accounts were frozen. It was a federal order to the banks.  
 
    Nearly fifty million dollars was now out of his reach. He decided he couldn’t risk going home to get the several hundred thousand dollars he had in a floor safe. He only had the mob money his accountant held, and he was confident that the payment was safe from theft by a deeply indoctrinated accountant, but for how long? The accountant had legitimate links to his supposed investments and his brokerage accounts. The feds would follow that connection to the new money. His credit cards were canceled, which would let them trace him anyway if used, and he had less than six thousand dollars on his person. He could always get more money, but now he wanted to get even with whoever had taken away his hard earned and well-deserved cash. As all his illicitly obtained money was to his way of thinking.  
 
    Who would he punish? The federal government was a faceless entity to him. He’d never had any interest in any level of government, except those representatives he could corrupt for his benefit, which had usually been local politicians, and recently some at the state level. That revenge could wait. He wanted to get closer to home, but he wasn’t about to step off the plane in Louisville. He had no idea if federal authorities knew where he’d been, but he knew he wasn’t indestructible. One of the mobsters that failed to understand who he was dealing with had let him know that a sniper could take him out no matter how protected he thought he was. The now deceased thug didn’t know about his ability, and its range limitation, but a small bit of research told him a sniper could kill him from well beyond his ability to control that person, assuming he even knew he was there. 
 
    His earlier speculation about being able to control a flight crew returned. He would get closer to Lousiville but make the pilot and co-pilot land them in Cincinnati,  where he would then trigger an emergency evacuation, and after he made his exit, use a group control broadcast to terrify everyone into running in all directions. He would commandeer the first emergency or police vehicle to arrive and drive away from the aircraft. Then he’d get less obvious transportation, and eventually make his way closer to home. Once in familiar territory, he’d acquire some money, a car the law couldn’t trace to him, clothes, and some information. He could make people tell him what he wanted to know, and leave some bodies behind to show his displeasure. He’d find a way somehow to devise a greater revenge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning of the second day, after they had confirmed Stiles had been aboard the diverted flight, there were still no new reports they could connect to Stiles. He’d taken a fire department supervisor’s SUV, but left it near I-71, suggesting he’d commandeered a passerby to drive him to Louisville or Jeffersonville, and then ordered the driver to forget the incident.  The need for BII agents in Washington, particularly Immunes, forced Brogan’s hand, and he reduced the number of agents in Louisville. 
 
    Congress was in session, and the strain of overtime on the BII agents in DC demanded that he send Orville and Ally back, to provide some needed time off for the Immunes there. A Compeller could get information from ordinary citizens, but only an Immune could sense if an unfriendly Compeller were attempting to influence critical decisions and votes. The agents needed to stay physically close to those they monitored.  
 
    Brogan and Grayson would be in Louisville to sense Stiles if they had a location to sample for his control thoughts. The Superintendent wanted to offer another potential BII recruit a job very badly, but he needed to think of a way to approach Grayson in a way that wouldn’t make him angry before he offered the job. After obtaining DNA results for Dan so quickly, he was out of excuses for the delay abut his family’s results, and Dan wasn’t ready to accept an assignment in DC, not while Stiles was in the wind. Grayson’s often repeated need to protect his family might be the opening needed, but Brogan would have to prove what he knew to convince him. 
 
    He pulled Grayson aside. “Dan, the BII’s primary role isn’t known outside a handful of people at the top of the government, and at the top of the line of succession, since they are who we protect, and they need to know why. When exposed to possible external influence, we’re limited by our low numbers to stay near the President and Vice President, Speaker of the House, and President pro tempore of the Senate, and the justices of the Supreme Court.” He smiled as he considered the likely additions to the list that knew what the BII did.  
 
    “It’s probable that members of the Secret Service suspect our ability, because of our close working relationship, and perhaps one or two heads of the other Intelligence organizations. I’m not sure about any of them, because they aren’t talking, and I’ve refused to use a Compeller to find out. They’re good people and patriots. But I also know there are unfortunate weak links in the chain of confidentiality.” 
 
    “The politicians?” 
 
    Brogan laughed. “They can’t keep political secrets, and the President flaps his mouth without thinking about intelligence secrets, but they each value their free will and their minds. They won’t risk weakening their only defense against another nation controlling their minds.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Our families…, well not mine. My only son died fighting in Afganistan, and my wife’s fragile heart didn’t long survive his loss. But that was long before the threat of psych ability was known.  Some of my agents have revealed things to their wives and children without intending to do so, or they did it before we discovered their ability. Just like you did with your own family.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Is that a problem? I won’t permit anyone to Compel them to forget.” 
 
    “Not a problem, but I’d like to meet them, where they went for their security, and impress on them how vital it is not to let their knowledge place you or our government at risk by talking about your ability, or about the function of the BII. Our agents are targets for our nation’s enemies if they know who we are. You and I are immune to mental control, not bullets or bombs.” 
 
    “Sure. Let me call Barb, so she’ll expect us. It’s a forty-five-minute drive on I-65. Barbara and Stacy were warned not to tell her parents about the situation, so we need to arrange to meet them alone.” 
 
    Grayson didn’t question when Brogan asked Mike Gorka to come along, assuming he’d be their driver. However, he subsequently decided Dan should drive because he knew the Elizabethtown area, and was an Immune. They were meeting Barb and Stacy in a suitably public setting for lunch, with the anonymity of disinterested strangers around them in a food court. 
 
    They met at the arranged time, and Barb had arrived early to secure an isolated set of tables on the outer edge of the public dining area. That displayed her good sense to provide separation from other patrons so they could talk in relative privacy. 
 
     On arrival, Brogan and Gorka shared glances that showed they both appreciated Grayson’s taste in women. Barb was a knockout, and knowing she was a former Middle School teacher who was now a part-time realtor, had rather misled them on what to expect. She was as athletic appearing as Grayson himself was, and his daughter Stacy took after her mother and had the figure of a gymnast. The two attractive blondes stood to wave at them when Dan entered the food court with the other two men. 
 
    Grayson handled the introductions, and both his wife and daughter commented favorably on the new tailored suit Dan wore and his clean-shaven appearance. After retirement from the police department, he’d cultivated a perpetual two-day beard look to hold onto a masculine image that he seemed to think retained his natural good looks in a rugged and youthful fashion. 
 
    This obvious middle-aged affectation had led to gentle teasing from his daughter, but Barb wisely told him in private it made him look sexy. The look had stayed in place after that endorsement. Now he looked like an FBI agent to them. Distinguished was Stacy’s description, and that wasn’t particularly the youthful look a forty-seven-year-old man with touches of gray at his temples sought.  
 
    Grayson knew he’d get used to it; once he spent time around his well-dressed fellow BII agents, few of which had his muscular frame. The BII agents came from a wide assortment of backgrounds, and their everyman appearance lent them anonymity in crowds because they didn’t look like armed security.  
 
    Truth be told, the Secret Service agents they mixed with worried if the new agents ever needed to use their weapons in crowds. The BII agents went through firearms training with a variety of weapons, but they didn’t have the proficiency or physical qualifications that the Secret Service agents assigned to physical protection duties had trained for years to achieve.  That was what had led to speculation within their ranks concerning why the BII was there, and the unconfirmed suspicions that their true weapons were intangible, and didn’t involve guns and unarmed combat.  
 
    Barb proved to be as direct as her husband. “Superintendent, will we be required to move to Washingon if Dan is going to be there often? If so, when? Stacy has about eight months until her High School graduation, and then we expect her to have a choice of several Universities that are offering scholarships. I can join Dan then, and Stacy can travel to wherever home is after that, for her school breaks.” She’d obviously been thinking and worrying about the family’s future. 
 
    “Mrs. Grayson, please feel free to call me Richard, or just Brogan, my last name if you want. I spent enough time in the Army that answering to my last name seems normal to me from friends and associates. I’d like you to feel like I’m a friend of your family. The BII, by its nature, is not a massive federal employer because people like Dan and Mike are rare. 
 
    “We can’t simply hire and train as many agents as we need. In one respect, I’m simply the agent in charge of the BII since I have the same ability as your husband, and my prior service in the Army and then the CIA made me the early choice to head this new Intelligence Bureau.” 
 
    Barb nodded. “OK, I’ll call you Richard or Brogan, as seems appropriate at the time. I’m Barb most of the time, and I can assure you that Stacy prefers that same informality. Right dear?” She turned to her daughter, inviting her to speak for herself. And Stacy promptly demonstrated that she’d learned directness from her parents, and spoke her mind.  
 
    “Mister Brogan, call me Stacy, but I have to tell you, and my parents, that I don’t much want to live in Washington DC. Although, I knew when I left home for University life that my interests and lifestyle would have to change. I know I’m just a pretty blonde cheerleader to the people who don't know me, and a modestly talented gymnast that had offers of an athletic scholarship. However, I’m not an airhead or a female jock, and I’m going to take one of the smaller academic scholarships, which won’t cover all my expenses. Despite that, I don’t want my parents to bear all of the burdens of my decisions.  
 
    “I did some research yesterday on other federal agencies, and I know some of them offer financial assistance to students of their employees. What can you offer me? I understand that my Dad is an even rarer find than most of your rare agents. Is that worth something to the BII?” She smiled prettily, the intelligence behind those blue eyes piercing through that outer shell. 
 
    Brogan revealed he’d used his resources to learn more about the family circumstances of his newest agent, and besides, he had an ulterior motive. “Would you consider a full scholarship from the BII to any University of your choice, all expenses paid including any advanced degree you pursue to be acceptable? Does that meet your minimal requirements, Stacy?” Her parents shared her shocked expression. Stacy recovered first. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” 
 
    Nodding his approval, Brogan made his pitch. “I want a matching number of years of well-paid federal service from you, and for you to accept paid Summer internships with the BII for your future federal service before your final graduation.” 
 
    Grayson broke the spell this time. “Do you offer this to the children of every agent?” 
 
    Brogan shook his head no, and then modified that negative. “We offer every one of our families financial assistance for education, but not a full ride like this offer. Stacy is a special case.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    Brogan looked at Mike and nodded for him to initiate their previously coordinated demonstration. 
 
    Stacy, what it is you think your father does for the BII? 
 
    Grayson bristled instantly, glaring first at Mike, and having caught Brogan’s nod to Mike, his glare shifted to his new boss. “Goddamn it! I told you no.”  
 
    Brogan wasn’t looking at Dan but directed his words at him. “It was a question, Dan, not a compulsion. Don’t you want Stacy to know the answer?” 
 
    “Holy Shit!” Stacy leaped to her feet. 
 
    The shouted words startled Dan and Barb equally. Their daughter never swore, at least not where they could hear. She looked directly at Mike Gorka. “Is that what my Dad can do? Are you like him?” 
 
    Mike grinned, and said softly, “Nope. I’m not an Immune like your Dad. I’m a Compeller.”  
 
    Brogan looked satisfied, and Grayson’s mouth was open as he looked at his daughter in amazement before muttering, “I’ll be damned.”  
 
    Barb simply looked confused, and asked, “What in Hell are all of you talking about?” 
 
    Brogan raised a placating hand towards Barb, but this time he looked and spoke softly to Stacy. “What you sensed is like your Dad’s talent, what you received came from Mike, because sending is his talent. Please sit down, and we can talk about this before you draw any more attention to us.” 
 
    In fact, some people continued to look their way. Brogan said, “I think a mild additional display by Mike would help clarify what he can do. 
 
    “Mike, gently divert all the stranger’s attention away from us, if you please.” 
 
    “I’ll give it a try. I’ll use a group broadcast.” 
 
     Please pay no attention to the five people at the outside isolated tables; they wish privacy. 
 
    The few looks attracted by Stacy’s outburst, and those from males, of two age groups, who appreciated the attractive girl and her mother, now lost interest and looked elsewhere. 
 
    Stacy reported excitedly, “I heard that very clearly, but not as strong as when you asked me about what Dad does, but it’s not hearing, is it?” 
 
    Brogan told them, “Mike could make them get up and leave, or even to pick fights with one another. That’s what a Compeller can do.”  
 
    Barb glanced at Stacy, then Dan, and matched Brogan’s soft tone of voice. “She senses controlling thoughts as you do? I thought that was rare.” 
 
    “Except in families,” Brogan explained. “It’s an inherited genetic trait, which is most often recessive and thus inactive. Stacy has inherited one or two of Dan’s rare Immune genes, and one or two rare gene versions from you.” 
 
    “From me?” Barb’s confusion increased. 
 
    “Stacy has two active copies of the Immune gene, as does her father. She also has two inactive Compeller genes, so she inherited them from both her parents.  
 
    “Dan has one inactive copy of a compeller gene variation, and you have one as well Barb. You also have an inactive copy of an Immune gene. Stacy has two copies of each variation, but like her father, only the two Immune versions are active. So far as I am aware, she may be the only person on the planet with that combination, but we’ve only checked a fraction of the US population, so there could be others.” 
 
    Stacy plopped down in her chair. “Then I can detect thoughts from someone like Mister Gorka. Since Dad promptly cussed you guys out, he must have heard the question when I did. If saying I heard the question is the right word to use.”  
 
    “I sensed it as well,” Brogan said, “but unlike you and your father, the only reason I knew that it came from Mike was that I arranged in advance with him to send what you sensed. We use the word sense, not heard because it doesn’t involve our ears.  
 
    “I don’t have the directionality and personal identification ability that you and your father have, apparently because I only have a single active Immune gene. I know you have directionality, and two active genes for Immunity, because you instantly looked at Mike. 
 
    “I also knew because we had you and your mother’s DNA tested for the ability. For all I could personally tell, the thoughts I sensed could have come from any direction, from any person, if I didn’t know the sender so well. Your Immune ability is half the reason why the BII will pay for your education.” 
 
    Grayson nodded in understanding. “The other half of the reason is that she’s a potential Controller like Stiles, and all you and I can ever be is a Compeller, like Mike, with single versions of that gene. Assuming your genetic scientists learn how to activate them.” 
 
    Stacy looked horrified. “I might turn into a monster like Stiles?” 
 
    That brought a matching expression from her father, for the opposite reason. “No, no, honey. I wasn’t implying that at all. Stiles is a psychopath, and his Control ability makes his mental deviation worse. The Complel or the Control ability doesn’t make people do evil things, or turn them into a psychopath.” 
 
    Barb sat there, still in the dark about what Mike had done mentally, and feeling left out of the loop.  
 
    Brogan noticed her expression and understood. “Mike sent a thought question to Stacy to ask if she knew what her father could do. It was my way of testing her, and demonstrating to Dan and you, that Stacy was also gifted. A person like Stiles can’t control her, and as she and Dan did just now, she’ll know if anyone tries to touch her mind, and can sense exactly who and where they are. I can’t sense where they are or how far away, only that someone like Mike here broadcasted their thoughts.” 
 
    Barb looked at Mike, “All of you can sense thoughts sent to you?” 
 
    Mike corrected her. “Not me. I’m not an Immune like they are, so I don’t sense if outside thoughts I might receive came from other Compellers like myself. They always seem to be my thoughts, but I know to be alert for thoughts that seem out of place to me. I also don’t have both gene variations, as you do.” 
 
    “I carry both genes?” 
 
    Brogan told her the full results of her DNA test. “You have a recessive copy of the Immune gene and one of the Compeller gene. That’s how your daughter was able to inherit two copies of each type from the combination of Dan’s and your DNA. We don’t yet understand why or how any of the recessive genes become activated. She and her Dad have had dual active Immune genes for some time, perhaps since puberty, when many people become active. They were unaware of their ability.”  
 
    “You’re saying there’s a send and receive version?” 
 
    “Yes, and you carry both, but inactive. Mike here only has the one active Compeller gene, to let him send his thoughts. Another Compeller can insert thoughts in his mind, and from what he and others tell me, he only suspects they are not his thoughts because he’s so aware of what he can do, and knows his usual thought processes. He must be on guard all the time. That’s why we need Immunes so badly. They always know when the thoughts are from a Compeller.” 
 
    “I thought the term was Controller? That’s what my husband called Stiles.”  
 
    There was no point in not telling her more, so Brogan admitted, “Stiles has two active copies of the gene to send his thoughts. He seems to be able to exert greater influence over other people than someone like Mike. We’d always called those with a single active sender copy a Compeller, but after finding Stiles, we’ll be calling him and others like him a Controller, a description he gave for himself, I might add.” 
 
    “Now I feel so vulnerable to him.” 
 
    To reassure her, Dan said, “At least you aren’t an ordinary Susceptible. You might someday become an Immune if your gene is activated.” 
 
    Brogan glanced at Gorka and rolled his eyes. This sort of revelation was exactly why the BII couldn’t keep families from learning more than was safe for them to know. He knew Grayson would eventually tell his wife that geneticists might learn how to activate both of her inactive genes. He headed that off for the moment. “We don’t know what activates the genes, so don’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “No matter. I’m relieved that Stacy has some protection. We can go home now, and she can return to school. She needs to keep her GPA up so…” She stopped and looked at Brogan.  
 
    “Can you get her into any school she selects, even if her GPA slips?” 
 
    Brogan laughed despite himself. “I did say a full ride at a school of her choice. I know people in high places, and I mean the very highest. That should give us an edge for her application.” He thought for a moment about what she’d asked, and chuckled. 
 
    “You know what, Mrs. Grayson? I could use you for some of my interagency negotiations. Want a job?” At least if she were sworn in,  he could make sure she read and followed the security procedures. The same procedures he was supposed to make his herd of cats, his miscast secret agents follow. Keeping these men and women of the BII focused on the security facets of their work was a perpetual challenge. It drove a CIA trained field agent crazy. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll take it into consideration Superintendent.” She shifted her focus.  
 
    “Dan, Stacy and I are going home. I’ll stop at Mom and Dad’s place to pick up our stuff and say goodbye. I’ll see you at home. We need to discuss our next steps as a family.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the drive back to Louisville, Brogan and Mike talked about mundane things such as neighborhoods where agents lived near the District of Columbia, and the commute. They spoke of the long hours they sometimes worked, the people they protected from outside influence and the hostile nations that were known to be using Compellers to influence leaders in the US Government, and of our allies. 
 
    Grason broached a subject Brogan mentioned previously. “You spoke of a female North Korean agent. How did they train one of their agents so well that her thoughts to the President or Senators would pass for their thoughts? A female with an accent would seem to be a giveaway.” 
 
    “Ah,” Brogan smiled. “There’s another missing part of your indoctrination into how our talents work. Someone like Mike doesn’t send the words you sense as thoughts in your mind. They send the intent of the thoughts they want you to have, but your mind fabricates the exact words you perceive. That’s why they seem like your own if you are not an Immune.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Brogan told him, “Here are the words I recall sensing from Mike’s question to Stacy. I thought he sent, ‘Do you know what your father does for the BII, Stacy?’ What do you recall sensing, Dan?” 
 
    “It was worded differently, something like ‘Stacy, what it is you think your Dad will do for the BII?’” 
 
    Mike said, “What I practiced to send was ‘Miss, do you know what your father will do for the government?’”  
 
    Grayson nodded and offered his interpretation. “The words I formed in my mind from Mike’s thoughts are how I might phrase the intent of the thought he sent?” 
 
    “For the most part that’s true for an ordinary Susceptible. Also, I’m sure neither of us detected Mike’s northern Michigan accent in our minds unless we were also from Northern Michigan. I sensed them in a Boston accent. Even as Immunes we each use our speech patterns for the phrasing of those thoughts, but we can sense if the thoughts came from a Compeller that we know well, or if it's from a stranger. You can go a step further than I can with directionality and range and pinpoint who sent to you. If an acquaintance Compeller sent that question, the thought would have some aspect of familiarity with an Immune that normally helps you identify the sender. Not so for ordinary people.”  
 
    Brogan posed an instructive question. “If we make up the words in our minds, based only on the intent of the Compellers thoughts, what does that tell you if the thoughts come from someone we can’t identify, who speaks a language we don’t speak?” 
 
    Grayson thought for a moment. “I think you’re implying we sense the wording based on what our mind fabricates in our language, based on what the Compeller or Controller intended us to think.” 
 
    “Correct. And the average citizen cannot tell that a thought originated from someone that can’t speak their language, or is of a different gender. That’s how a North Korean woman influenced the President and several US Senators without their being aware of her influence on their decision-making. She spoke English fluently enough to converse with people around her, pretending to be a South Korean journalist, with perfect but false identification.” 
 
    “Did she come here alone?” 
 
    “You mean with a support staff? Like a photographer or translator?” 
 
    “No, I mean another Compeller or an Immune.” 
 
    “Dan, the population of North Korea is about twenty-five million. She’s possibly the only one they had, but they may have another Compeller. It’s doubtful they have more than two Immunes either, out of a population their size.” 
 
    “Why would they risk sending someone like her here if they’re so rare?” 
 
    “If you were a paranoid fat little dictator, would you let a Compeller like her stay in North Korea with you? Certainly not within many miles of Kim Jong-un, and she might influence her guards to do what she wants. It was safer to send her here, and hold her family hostage to ensure her actions on behalf of The Dear Leader. She died resisting us without our ever speaking with her.  
 
    “We believe the North Koreans are testing the DNA of their entire population, and have established a crash program for genetic studies to match their nuclear program. But we have no idea how far along the hermit kingdom is in their research, or how long they’ve known about this ability.”  
 
    Brogan offered a warning and a prediction. “To our certain knowledge from ongoing intelligence, the North Koreans are not alone in conducting such genetic research, and they and other authoritarian governments have no compunction against employing risky human testing of gene modifications, nor would they honor human rights if they produced people like Stiles for their use. It’s a race we want the US to win, or at a minimum to not fall behind.” 
 
    Once they returned to the mobile BII command post, Grayson got a ride to the Walmart where he’d left his car, and then drove home to wait for his wife and daughter, to discuss family decisions. Changes were coming for them, but as future empty nesters, it wasn’t a subject Dan and Barb had never discussed. If anything, for Grayson, there was a sense of excitement at being involved in a new career having considerable importance. He could serve more than his local community; he could now help protect his nation.  
 
    The excitement he was soon to encounter wasn’t what he anticipated from a new job. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: PsychChaos 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chaos started largely out of sight of American news and was initially misidentified as sports hooliganism in a sport not as widely followed in the US as were other American sports. The game was between the South Korean national football team and Qatar, held in Seoul, and it started out no more contentious than typical soccer games, with staunch supporters cheering loudly for their teams. The stadium was full, with a capacity crowd of 66,700 fans for this must-win World Cup qualifier game, the majority in attendance being home team South Korean fans, of course.  
 
    It was in the second period with no score when a popular South Korean player received a yellow card for a foul of which the partisan crowd took objection. Their noise grew into screams and throwing water bottles until fights erupted between opposing fans. The Qatari supporters were outnumbered, naturally. The combat quickly became violent. Exceptionally violent. 
 
    Those supporting the Qatar team were the initial targets of South Korean fans, but then those fans strangely turned on one another, on the game officials, and then against both teams. The players joined in the fighting by energetically attacking the officials, the opposing team, and any fan that ran onto the field. The fans used anything they could tear loose as clubs and cudgels and even attacked members of the team they had energetically cheered for only minutes earlier. There were dozens of spectators crushed to death against barriers by the stampede to reach the open field, and another hundred fifty or more people died from beatings or bullets, including many of the officials that failed to get off the field at the start, although they joined in the fighting. Police that responded to the rioting shot and wounded over a hundred fans, and killed a third of those that died. Four officers were overwhelmed and killed by people undeterred by their guns. 
 
    The violence ended even faster than it had started, with dazed but uninjured formerly crazed fans suddenly dropping their improvised weapons, wondering what had come over them. The police lowered their guns and stood looking around as if trying to comprehend what had happened. It had lasted less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    The level of violence displayed, by those that became wrapped up in its expression, couldn’t explain to anyone how their initial vocal protest turned into unrestrained anger over a relatively meaningless foul. The fans didn’t know why it grew as violent as it did, or why they targeted people that had nothing to do with what made them angry. The original targets of anger were unable to defend or explain their actions. The referee that showed the yellow card didn’t survive the game and a group of Qatar supporters fought their way onto the field to find the player that was shown the yellow card and beat and kicked him to death. 
 
    If several high-ranking members of the South Korean government had not been present as guests in a private Sky Box, the mystery of how the escalating violence started would have persisted. Their security detail included one of three Immunes who worked for their government. The Immune’s report of a probable enemy agent inciting the violence reached a US intelligence officer who passed the report to his superiors in Washington. The heads of various Intelligence organizations had orders to report certain classes of unusual events to a new international intelligence agency, the BII.  
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    Brogan read the summary page of the report, and instantly recognized the implications for not only South Korea but for the US and the world at large. He promptly called the National Security Advisor in the White House, who knew what the function of the BII was, and forwarded the report to him, along with the Superintendent's opinion and recommendation. From there the President was informed, and a decision reached. 
 
    Brogan promptly issued orders for the C-17 crew to ready their aircraft and for it to taxi over to the terminal area. He left it up to the pilot to notify the airport police and TSA that access was needed for the mobile command post and his team’s three SUVs to drive onto the ramp area for loading onto the large aircraft. He recalled his remaining four agents, all Compellers, from Jeffersonville and around Louisville, authorizing their use of seldom-used emergency lights and sirens to get to the airport, for a flight back to Joint Base Andrews, in Washinton.  
 
    He called Grayson at his home. “Dan, I’m sorry to do this to you, because I wanted to allow you more time to report to BII headquarters. Something has happened that has triggered an emergency contingency plan. Hector and James are on their way to your house to pick you up on their way to the airport, for our imminent departure to Washington. You’ll only have thirty minutes to get ready after they arrive. 
 
    “I know you needed to work out personal issues with your family, and I told you you’d have days of briefings on what we’ve learned about psych ability. I’m afraid the briefings will be done on the fly, on our flight today.  
 
    “Barb and Stacy will receive a packet with contact numbers from the BII staff personnel by FedEx tomorrow, and it will contain explanations of your new family federal benefits. You’ll be able to give your wife the number for a global satellite phone you’ll be issued later today. That number is only to be used by your family in an emergency. You need to pack in a hurry, but you’ll be provided a cash travel allowance and government credit card to pick up anything you forget after you get to DC.” 
 
    Grayson absorbed the rush of information, and with a surge of excitement said, “I’ll be ready. Should I pack my guns? I have travel cases for both to get them aboard.”  
 
    “You can carry your privately owned weapons on your person onto our C-17. You won’t be flying commercial. You’ll also be issued a selection of other weapons in a day or two, as soon as you pass qualification and safety training on their use. Before you ask, all I can say on this unsecured line is that something significant has occurred, and the President has ordered us back to DC.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll be packed and ready.” 
 
    He explained the situation to his wife and daughter as he threw clothes into a suitcase, and they helped him gather items he’d need. He was pulling his suit coat on, and adjusting his Glock in a shoulder holster when Stacy rushed into the bedroom and announced, “They’re here Dad. They have police lights switched on. The neighbors will think you’re back on the force.”  
 
    “Or that I beat my family,” he kidded. “Brogan said I’d have thirty more minutes after they arrived, but my suitcase is packed. I’m feeling rather self-important I suppose, but I think I need to go now.” 
 
    Hurried hugs, kisses, and goodbyes, then new BII Agent Grayson, double Immune, rolled his suitcase out the door to join his fellow agents in the SUV. It didn’t feel like a 007 moment at all. Where in Hell was his gadget equipped sports car? 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The three-person crew, pilot, co-pilot, and a loadmaster supervised the loading and tie down of the command post and SUVs in the aircraft's hold, and the agents helped when asked to lend a hand, leaving the task largely to the professionals. There was a small pallet with nine seats secured near the front of the cargo bay, for the six BII agents during taking off and landings.  
 
    Once they were airborne, Brogan coordinated with the loadmaster before the six unbuckled and entered the command post for a secure and confidential group briefing. Only Brogan knew why they were in such a rush. 
 
    “Gentlemen, and Lady,” he nodded to Dalia Nadeer. “About sixteen hours ago a major riot in a soccer stadium in Seoul, South Korea, was triggered by what was likely a North Korean infiltrator, who was a Compeller, or possibly a Controller like Stiles. Three SK government officials were present for the game in a Sky Box, accompanied in the box by a seven-person security detail, one of which was an Immune. They were guarding the Prime Minister, the Chief Justice, and the Speaker of the National Assembly, who were watching their national team play the Qatar team in a World Cup qualifier.”  
 
    That revelation drew rapt attention from all the agents. Grayson suddenly realized he was about to gain insights into the strange job he had signed up to do.  
 
    “You said a major riot?” Mike asked that question. “Not just a focused attack on the VIPs?” 
 
    “You heard right. I’ll get to that aspect shortly. The probable North Korean agent, let’s call him Agent-X, initiated a group broadcast to boost a gradually increasing disturbance by fans that were reacting to a penalty foul on the field of play. As their anger grew, they became more susceptible to suggestions to escalate their actions to ever greater violence. 
 
    “The Immune in the protection detail sensed there was a very strong group mental command sent to control and escalate the riot. She sensed it from the very start and immediately initiated their equivalent of our Tin Man protective measures for the three government officials. The security detail promptly turned over their weapons to the Immune, who locked them in the same steel box from which she removed the folded Faraday suits.” 
 
    Brogan saw Grayson’s bewildered look. “Dan, Faraday suits are metalized mylar, silver looking on the outside so that people wearing them resemble a Tin Man. They’re variations of fire suits but must be completely electromagnetic radiation proof at the specific frequencies of pysch transmissions. Yes, I told you psych ability is electromagnetic. I’ll tell you more about it later.” 
 
    He continued, “Just as we’ve trained to do, their security team surrendered their weapons to the Immune and then suited up before helping cover up the VIPs. However, the Immune was forced to shoot three security detail members with a short-term fast-acting tranquilizer before they finished donning their Faraday suits. They suddenly tried to recover their weapons. Two of the dressed security team members helped the Immune subdue the three VIPs, one after the other, who had become combative and forced them into their Faraday suits. Once protected, the VIPs instantly recovered and then helped dress the three tranquilized members of the detail. The Immune then returned weapons to the protected members of the security detail, including those that recovered from the effects of the darts.  
 
    “They held off assaults on the Sky Box by crazed and controlled fans, the stadium police, and some of the security detail on outside door guard duty until the infiltrator ceased broadcasting commands, and apparently escaped.” 
 
    “We’ll soon have videotapes of the events at the stadium, and we’ll also evaluate what went wrong with their protective methods and what parts worked. We may have to adjust our procedures accordingly. That was the first large-scale and real-world use of such suits by a security detail with real government leaders involved in a psych attack.” 
 
    “Boss,” it was Hector. “How small is that stadium? A stadium-wide riot overwhelmed several Sky Boxes? That sounds like a lot of people were involved, spread over a wide radius.” 
 
    “There’s the crux of the reason for the recall to Washington. Per the report, perhaps seventy thousand people were involved. Sixty-six thousand seven hundred people were inside the stadium, and some unknown number of people just outside the stadium became involved.” 
 
    Mike Gorka looked amazed. “How many damned Compellers did you say were there? I don’t think all of us combined could Compell that many people in a large stadium. And you said they all became extremely violent, without resisting, as many people would do if we Compelled them to violence?”  
 
    “Yes. Murderously aggressive. Tens of thousands of them acted that way. Think, if something like that hit our House of Representatives or Senate, and they turned on each other. We’re going to need a lot more Faraday suits than for the handful of people we protect now. One for every government official needing protection from mass control, and for their Secret Service agents and the Capitol Police. The politicians will need to know why they have them, and how to pull them on and close them as quickly as possible. The existence of the BII may not remain very secret after this week.  
 
    “The Tin Man suits may need modification if it takes too long to dress those we protect. We might need to switch to a larger foil bag or tent that one or more people can step inside, which might be faster than inserting arms, legs, and heads into the suits, one person at a time. There may need to be armed security people dressed in the foil suits at all times, or else the armed police and Secret Service can become the greatest hazards.” 
 
    “Crap. The suits are hot as Hell. I want mine air cooled,” James complained. 
 
    Grayson was playing catch up. “Why do BII agents need the insulated suits at all?” 
 
    Brogan smiled, “We Immunes don’t. Compellers do. They aren’t immune to thoughts being inserted into their minds to distract them or trick them into using their weapons for the wrong reason on the wrong people. That’s what could have happened in Seoul if an armed South Korean Compeller was in that Sky Box. He’d be as potentially dangerous as the other armed members of the detail.” 
 
     The scale of the stadium attack didn’t make sense to Grayson. “You said North Korea might only have two or three Compellers born from their entire population. Your sniper killed one of them over here. Do you think they solved the genetic insert problem to create more of them?” 
 
    “God, I hope not. But the intercept of the South Korean Immune’s transmission to the security detail sounded certain there was only one Compeller involved. I think North Korea may have done something worse, and probably easier to do than gene insertion and activation.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A psych ability amplifier that broadcasts the mental commands of a Compeller, increasing their power and range. I wonder what a man like Stiles could do with that technology, the first person we’ve placed in the new Controller class of psych ability.” 
 
    “Oh. Damn.” 
 
    “Indeed. This attack was a very close thing for the people protecting those political leaders. That small security detail couldn’t have held off more than sixty-six thousand rabid attackers for very long. Apparently, the perpetrator didn’t know which Sky Box to order the people being controlled to attack, and he may not have known if any government representatives were at the game. They didn’t publicize their attendance and were guests in one of 75 private Sky Boxes; a longer report I skimmed says the box is corporate owned and had a capacity of 20 people. That may be why the Compeller targeted all the boxes in general, to kill any influential people inside. The mob breached several boxes, and people inside them died, although the people in the boxes were already fighting with one another.” 
 
    Dalia asked, “Richard, how are we supposed to find out if this was a technological breakthrough like you suspect? I doubt the SK government wants us sticking our noses into their security business. None of our other allied governments do, outside of the UK and Israel, with whom we’ve shared psych information.” 
 
    “I said we would have stadium video soon. We’re not going to request that from them officially because they might say no. They don’t trust our loose-lipped president to stay quiet about this incident. Thanks to my former CIA connections, I made a call to the director while I waited for our plane to taxi over to the terminal. The stadium cameras are probably on a network since selected public pictures get sent to the stadium JumboTron and provided for commercial TV coverage. I asked the director to set our CIA snoop hounds loose to download everything they can find around and inside that stadium. 
 
    “Some of you will spend time with CIA analysts looking at the recordings, to try to identify the Compeller in the crowd. We sort of know what to look for but they don’t know what a Compeller is, and we aren’t authorized to tell them yet.  
 
    “He, or she, had to be somewhere centrally located to involve the entire stadium. And that may mean they were on the field or its sidelines. That places them at the approximate center of influence.” 
 
    After a few more questions, Brogan let the other agents move away to talk among themselves, but asked Grayson to remain. “We obtained some of Stiles DNA from his house and compelled his employees to forget we were there. He does have two active copies of the Compeller version, making him stronger than a Compeller, and thus a Controller, since I decided to use his description of his stronger ability. He has no copies of the Immune gene.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” Grayson pondered. “If ordinary people don’t have the genes and no brain organ, why are they sensitive to being controlled?” 
 
    “A person’s entire nervous system acts as the body’s antenna, as it were. You and I and Compellers radiate a blank and unmodulated signal all the time when awake. A Compeller has a genetic variation that can modulate the signal with their thoughts if they deliberately attempt to direct thoughts to an individual or a group of people. An Immune’s brain organ somehow disconnects and isolates the incoming signal from entering our minds as if they were our thoughts, so they can’t influence us even though we know they tried. The Compeller gene doesn’t do that in their brain organ, so another Compeller can influence them using their same ability. Stiles, who is stronger, could Control them. It appears this person in Seoul also Controlled thousands of people.”  
 
    “What happens to the signal you said we Immunes send?” 
 
    “Nothing apparently. It’s always unmodulated. It seems to be like the white noise in a TV or radio carrier signal that carries no information. You and I have a missing genetic component that is present in the sender version of the gene. It’s what we want everyone to have if we’re ever to free humanity from being involuntarily controlled by those with the Compeller gene version.  
 
    “We suspect some of the greatest despots in history were unrecognized Compellers, able to create a close circle of dedicated followers. Perhaps some of their strongest opposition was Immunes, but because they can’t control outside forces to oppose the leaders, we don’t know.” 
 
    “Sir, I also heard you call the insulating Tin Man gear Faraday suits. What’s that mean?” 
 
    “I asked the same question when I heard the term. Our scientist named the shielding suits after an English scientist, who discovered that an enclosure surrounded by conductive material or mesh would block electromagnetic fields. The translucent faceplate of the suits also has a metalized coating, to prevent a Compeller’s mind control signal from passing through. 
 
    “It’s amusing, but the crazy people we’ve heard about who wear tin foil hats to block mind reading or mental control were partly right. I’ve had the DNA of some of those people tested, and thus far they all seem to be paranoid mental cases and not unidentified  Immunes. Simply covering their heads won’t prevent reception over the remainder of their bodies anyway.” 
 
    The flight to Joint Base Andrews was under two hours, and Grayson listened raptly for most of that time to real-world examples of the threats that free societies were being exposed to since psych ability was recently recognized. Nations with large populations had the advantage of more carriers of the genes, and also the vast task of finding the citizens with the abilities. Authoritarian governments ordered most of their Compellers to leave the homeland, paid them, or forced them by threatening their families to exert an influence on governments the dictator opposed.  
 
    Immunes became everyone’s warning system, like canaries in a coal mine, sensing outside influences on their government leaders. But Immunes could also act, and they carried guns. 
 
    Brogan offered a cautionary warning, “Technology may have suddenly expanded the risk to the free will of every human on the planet. So remember this Dan. A nominally friendly person under strong control can kill an Immune while you’re busy exercising your free will. Watch your ass.” 
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    The CIA Deputy Executive Director met the C-17 after it landed at Andrews. He and Brogan knew one another by sight. Two other men were with him, who looked less officious and proved to be from two CIA directorates, there to serve as liaisons with the BII agents. One, Mitch Ballard, was from Analysis, and Thomas Bacon was from the Science and Technology Directorate.  
 
    Brogan parted company, leaving his five agents with the two liaisons to travel by helicopter to CIA headquarters in Langly, Virginia. Brogan said he was attending a meeting of the National Security Council at the White House. 
 
    He paused a minute with Grayson, who appeared to feel out of place. “Just follow the examples of your fellow agents. They each were new to this life six months to a year ago before I recruited them. I think only Hector has ever been to Langly. By comparison, the BII has been secret enough that this is my first meeting with the entire NSC. I think our true nature is about to be revealed to the Intelligence Community, and to the senior national security advisors and the Cabinet. I may be awhile.  
 
    “As a former detective, use your instincts to see if you can spot the Compeller in that stadium crowd. We need to find out how he did what he did. Call your wife on the chopper flight and let her know you arrived safely, but not what you’re doing. OK?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll pretend I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Good. Me too.” And he walked towards another of the ubiquitous black government SUVs waiting on the ramp. 
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    The BII agents were escorted through a side entrance to an elevator and walked a few corridors until they reached a secured door, where Ballard used his card and retinal scan to admit the group. Next, they showed their IDs to a uniformed guard, signed a log, and received visitor passes with restricted access to a specific area. 
 
    Soon, the five BII agents were divided up with other analysists sitting at video terminals, which already were playing images that appeared to be from inside the stadium. Ballard paired off with Grayson and led him to a console where there were three screens with images frozen. 
 
    “I had just started watching these before I was told to hop over to Andrews to pick up some BII agents. I’ll admit, I asked who the Hell is the BII? My boss told me I couldn't ask. I presume you can’t tell me either.”  
 
    “Nope. But I wasn’t told I couldn’t tell anyone that I’ve been in the BII less than twenty-four hours. That means I couldn’t tell you much even if I was allowed.” 
 
    Ballard looked at the tall, muscled and well-dressed man, then glanced down at the rumpled casual clothes he was wearing, and said, “You look like what I’d think of when they said you were agents. More so than the other four with you, if I’m not speaking out of turn.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. None of them were agents either, not so long ago.” 
 
    He only raised his eyebrows, and then asked, “Do you know what we’re supposed to be looking for in these images? I skipped ahead and saw some of the rioting and mayhem, then backed up and paused shortly before the trouble began. According to what I was told, a penalty on the field started the riot. Are we looking for instigators spotted around in the crowds?” 
 
    “An instigator, not plural, I think only one.” 
 
    “Out of that entire stadium? Must be fifty thousand people.” 
 
    “Over sixty-six thousand.” 
 
    “This is going to be a long day. Everyone in that stadium went nuts. It started gradually, but in minutes they were killing one another, from out on the field, up to the nosebleed seats. Even people in one of the parking lots. Unless they had a TV or were live streaming, I don’t know how they knew about the penalty. They rammed their cars into other vehicles or hit people on foot. How could you get so emotionally involved in what’s just a damned game?” 
 
    Grayson said, “Can you show me the parking lot where they fought?” 
 
    “Sure. But the stadium coverage doesn’t have close-up shots good enough to ID an individual. The people starting the riot must be inside anyway.” 
 
    “Person, not people, and they were in the stadium, but perhaps not in the middle. Do you have images from all around the outside at the height of the riot?” 
 
    “I think so. We haven’t had time to organize the cameras in zones yet. We simply downloaded copies of everything they recorded. Let me select the time hack, and step through still frames of all the cameras.” 
 
    Ballard made notes each time he found a camera that showed an outside view, using the camera log registered in the bottom right corner of each screen, as he stepped through over a hundred cameras. The inside views were frozen images of people caught in a murderous rage, tearing at clothes and even biting one another, men using shoes to hit women in the face, umbrella tips used to stab people in the back, ripped off plastic seats used to batter other fans. 
 
    “OK,” he finally said. “There aren’t as many parking lot cameras, but some are out in the lots, others are on the stadium walls.” 
 
    “Just show me those placed on the stadium walls that cover the parking areas, so we can see if there are signs of trouble on the various sides.” 
 
    Ballard seemed ready to question what value the images of the outside would be to help find where the riot started inside, but he went along with the request.  
 
    It was quickly apparent that one side of the stadium was a sea of tranquility. Two sides, closest to the goal ends, were partially involved, but opposite the calm side, cars were ramming one another nearly halfway to the outer edge of the parking area. People walking by were looking on in apparent confusion at the demolition derby happening closer to the stadium. 
 
    “Mitch, see if the Sky Boxes inside the stadium on the side away from that parking lot are under attack at this time.”   
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    In a moment, Ballard uttered a, “Huh.” 
 
    Grayson, seeing the imaged said, “The rioting only extended a few rows up on the second level seats over the roof of the Sky Boxes.” All of the boxes formed the front of the second level.  
 
    “Can you estimate the distance from the front of those Sky Boxes to the middle of the parking lot on the other side, where the car wars were happening? If we find the halfway point between those two extremes, that will be inside the stadium. Near that spot is where we need to look for the instigator.” He’d almost said Compeller. 
 
    Ballard worked his magic on the keyboard and using an aerial view photo of the stadium on his screen, pointed to a place on the partially open dome roof. “The rows of seats under the roof where my finger points would be about the midpoint from those boxes to the center of the parking lot. That’s also on the extended midfield line from the playing field.” 
 
    Ballard was a quick thinker. “You’re looking for a geometrical center of the riot. Why?” 
 
    “Because that’s where our guy will be. At that center. And I guess that as with the eye of a cyclone, there will be a spot of relative calm around him.” 
 
    Ballard called up a seating chart and then cross-checked that with the surveillance camera stations someone else had finished correlating for organizing the video search.  
 
    “I have overlapping images from several cameras of all the blocks of seats near that spot. Want to step through them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It took only two angles before Ballard said “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I see him too,” Grayson told him. “Not fighting with anyone, standing all alone where a horizontal lane around the stadium and a line of steps intersect. He’s in the open and looking around.” 
 
    Ballard checked the seating chart on another monitor. “He was on the lower level, in the lane just above two VIP seating areas, where the steps split them in half. He’s standing still, arms folded. As you said, I think he was just looking around.” 
 
    “Can you rewind the pictures from those cameras back to just before the official called the penalty?” 
 
    “Sure. And I’ll place all three camera angles that cover that spot on each of my monitors. You want it in slow motion or real-time?” 
 
    “Real-time for the first pass.” 
 
    At the start, the man wasn’t visible on any of the views, but he came into the frame from along a wider walkway above the VIP seating, just after the yellow card for the foul stirred protests. There was no audio track on these tapes, but the hands cupped around mouths, and fans standing demonstrated their displeasure at the penalty. The stranger, who looked to be a male, had puffy black hair that almost resembled an afro, not a style many Koreans had ever worn. 
 
    Ballard said, “He reached down to his left waist a moment, then folded his arms, and stood looking out over the field. He watched the stadium, as the fans became more agitated, some throwing water bottles towards the field. That happened even in the VIP seating, where you might expect better behavior, people were throwing anything they could lay hands on around them. Those in the seats farthest away from the field were hitting fans below them in the back of their heads with throws too short to reach even the sidelines.  
 
    The general level of anger increased, but it was not like a fire spreading through dry tinder. It blossomed everywhere at once in the images on the three monitors. As items began flying through the air, people turned around to hit those behind them or people standing next to them. 
 
    “Look,” Grayson noted. “He’s moving to stand closer to the wall for the next level above that walkway. He’s trying to avoid the thrown debris.” He tapped one monitor. 
 
    “Mitch. Freeze this camera, and play it in reverse. I think there’s a black fanny pack or a lump at the small of his back.”    
 
    The analyst complied and said, “You’re right. I can’t zoom this image, but after enhancement, we might have a better look. Not only is no one bothering him, but he’s the only person not attacking anyone else. He’s really in the eye of the storm. Good work. Let me show him to the other analysts, and they can trace where he was earlier. We’ll try to follow him moving around the stadium.” 
 
    Using his headset, Ballard alerted the other analysts of who to watch for, and he shared the camera numbers and the time when he was in view. He explained to Grayson. “They can follow him in reverse to see where he came from, and there may be sharper images from cameras at security checkpoints.” 
 
    Their target stayed close to the wall for a couple of minutes but finally peered around the corner, up at the steps to the next level where some of the Sky Boxes were. That was when the fans began charging up the stairs to attack those Boxes after he looked in that direction. That happened at about the five-minute point of the riot. With the direction of the attacks now reversed, items were being thrown up into the stands, and the man at the center of the chaos storm started slowly moving up the steps, pausing periodically to look around as if surveying the results. A smile was evident even at the current reduced scale.  
 
    Shortly after the twelve-minute mark, the back of a seat that somehow had been wrenched loose in the VIP section sailed up from behind the mystery man. They probably threw the object at a Sky Box, but human strength, even fueled by adrenaline, wasn’t enough. It struck the man on the left side of his back, and he went to his knees. It was only a glancing blow, and he quickly rose to his feet, but he started fumbling at his left waist again. 
 
    Simultaneously, the rioting around the stadium suddenly slowed, even stopping on the far side and at the goal ends. There were perhaps a hundred people around the man that continued to fight each other and move up over the seats towards the nearest Sky Boxes. But in seconds, as the man fumbled frantically at his fanny pack, even the fighting close around him ended. 
 
    From there, he started walking quickly towards an exit portal. He was still in the eye of a smaller radius of influence, one of inactivity now, formed by people that suddenly ceased moving, and either sat down or collapsed as he neared them. They resumed moving after he was well past them. Grason muttered something. 
 
    “What’s only sixty or seventy feet?” Ballard asked.  
 
    “Uh…, just an observation.”  
 
    But it was a vital clue for someone that knew the typical range of a Compeller. The man responsible for the riot had a roughly seventy foot radius of complete calm around him that shifted with him as he hurried out of the stadium.  
 
    Over the next few minutes, the perpetrator was observed by various cameras as he left the stadium and crossed the parking lot, past the wreckage of a few dozen cars that now had bewildered drivers looking at the damage they’d caused. He paused at one nondescript white car, which had a smashed-in grill, and had radiator fluid leaking. The figure appeared exasperated, but walked over to a man next to a car that looked battered, but was drivable. He got behind the wheel as the driver stood motionless, and Grayson watched as the Compeller drove away. 
 
    “Mitch, that’s the man we wanted to find. If you can identify that car, and the white one he walked to first, I think we’ll know how he got there, and how he departed.” 
 
    “Sure. Right.” Ballard looked at him oddly. “How did you know what to look for?” 
 
    “Oh. I was a former police detective before I joined the BII.” He pretended that was a valid explanation of what he’d just done. 
 
    “That’s great. I became an analyst for the CIA right out of College, and I’ve watched thousands of crowd images of many types since then. That was sixteen years ago. I still didn’t know I should seek an exact center of calm in a rioting mob.” A facetious remark, of course. 
 
    Grayson shrugged. “What can I say? I got lucky.” 
 
    As it happened, Hector and Dalia, after Grayson identified the target, also noticed the small radius of relative calm around the suspected North Korean Agent-X as he departed. Earlier images showed when he arrived in the parking lot well after the game had started, in the white car he’d tried to use for his escape. He passed through stadium security without any inspection on entry. They should have examined his fanny pack but didn’t.  
 
    The security camera at that gate showed his fanny pack was stretched unusually stiff and rectangular, sagging as if it was heavy, hanging from his wide belt. There was a small cable that ran from the pack up under his light jacket on the left side, and it exited from his collar at the back of his neck, vanishing into his frizzy hair. The hair, when a breeze stirred it, revealed shorter black rods hidden in what seemed to be a wig over a skull cap or thin helmet.  
 
    On his way out of the stadium, the black cable was seen dangling from under his jacket at his side, no longer connected to the fanny pack. The chair back had ripped it from its connector when it struck him. A thumb-sized bulge along the chord was likely a switch to activate what must be an amplifier and a transmitter, with small antenna’s hidden in a garish, spiky black wig.  
 
    The CIA analysts were hardly slow-witted. Knowing about psych ability or not, the inference to draw was obvious. When the man appeared to switch on some device, the riot started, and it only ended when the signal was interrupted by chance when the cable was ripped free. Their only incorrect assumption was that the fanny pack transmitter was still active, but operating at a shorter range because the antennas were disconnected. 
 
    It was the wrong assumption only because the CIA thought it was the fanny pack transmitter at work, rather than the mind of the man. Apparently, Brogan’s speculation was accurate, and someone had learned how to broadcast a Compellers thoughts with greater power and range.  
 
    The demonstration in Seoul might only have been a test run using a prototype. A far more powerful version of that technology was certain to follow. But where? Copied by whom? 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles had managed to accumulate a suitcase full of cash for emergencies, as an untraceable method of payment for incidentals. He also had four credit card accounts linked to false identities he’d had his illicit connections help him establish. He was making his way to Washington DC, seeking payback from whoever had screwed with his business arrangements, his Shields, and considerable bank funds. 
 
    He was not previously aware that people similar to himself existed, but he now knew of four that existed and were less powerful than he was. His ability to easily undo their compulsions implanted in his Shields and Tools, ordering them to forget about information they provided, was proof he had a greater ability that they did. They also had not broken through some of the stronger repetitive blocks Stiles had placed on what his Shields could have told those federal agents about his past, and more importantly about his future planned business dealings. But he was able to batter down the mental walls the agents, as they called themselves, had set in place in the minds of people that knew Stiles by sight and knew where he kept some of his assets. 
 
    He hadn’t bothered to install new blocks in the minds of his former Shields after he bypassed the government’s blocks. The Shields were useless to him now they had been identified, so he retired them. He used a tried and true system that assured no one breached his mental blocks in their minds again.  
 
    Collins had been a disappointment because he had provided considerable income for Stiles in his early years and had resisted police interrogations and investigations on multiple occasions, and had always offered a good return on Stiles investment in patience. Not that he missed him, any more than he missed a sock with a hole in the toe after being discarded. But he’d expected to get more use out of his longest surviving Shield. 
 
    There had been two agents that visited Collins at his condo, but Stiles only had a verbal description of them. They knew enough to find the building superintendent and had the CCTV security recordings for that day erased. Stiles now knew what they obtained from his Shield, which only led them to his property in Louisville, and to a dozen or so Tools he’d not be using again anyway, and who didn’t know who Stiles was.  
 
    Collins had part of his share of years of illegal cash secretly hidden away, exactly where he’d been manipulated by Stiles to place it, as a cash stash for Stiles to claim should he ever want that money. It wasn’t as if Collins would ever have retired from a life of crime and talent recruitment to use that money, as he foolishly believed he would do someday. That was now nearly half of the money in Stiles “suitcase ATM.”  
 
    He’d managed to get his cash out of his house safe when he stood outside the wall near his property and directed a neighbor to enter a back door, open the safe after switching off the alarm, and putting the cash in several trash bags to toss over the wall. By phone, the same neighbor confirmed he’d seen a black SUV with two people inside visit the house twice in the past few days. They didn’t match the descriptions of the two that had questioned Collins, and one was a female. That meant there were four of those agents. His housekeeper claimed, in a visit he made to her home, that there had been no visitors until he broke their compulsion for her to forget. All four agents had abilities like his, but weaker. 
 
    He left his household help and the neighbor alive in Louisville, as too disconnected from his business practices to be of help to investigators. But his Shields in Jeffersonville had outlived their usefulness. He used his tested and proven “banana compulsion” to end his relationships with them. He didn’t even need to be near them when it happened. If they heard his voice ask over the phone, wouldn’t you like a green banana? They then put the end of a putative banana in their mouth and waited. If he said never mind, they put the banana away.   
 
    If he said to eat it, the banana put them away. The sound of a gunshot was confirmation for Stiles that the employee had accepted their retirement.   
 
    Wishing to know who had sent people to interfere in his life, and who had abilities like his own, he did some basic investigation. He learned much from a TSA supervisor, who was subsequently forgetful that a large military transport had departed Louisville International. It had loaded a mobile surveillance RV, with radio antennas and satellite dishes mounted on the roof, and several black SUVs, carrying at least six agents. The aircraft’s destination was Washington, landing at Joint Base Andrews.     
 
    Stiles had commandeered a private limo driver to take him to the nation’s capital because he anticipated facial recognition systems at airports might now be programmed to watch for him. The software would see through his false image projections. He didn’t want a reception committee, so he used a driver, which let him relax and get some sleep. If he had competitors that were able to steal his hard earned money, he wanted to know how many there were, and what they knew about him. Perhaps he could get his money back, or end their interference. He never once considered offering to join forces with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dan, the National Security Council, at least most members, only learned why the BII exists today, and that the previous administration created the Bureau in secret. The President and some high-ranking government officials already knew about us, and concurring with that decision helped get me through the day with my ass intact, and head attached.  
 
    “Once they learned what a Compeller could do, and how they can’t influence an Immune like me, the more secure my position became as the head of the BII. I’ll not need to go through a Senate confirmation process as do heads of the FBI and CIA. I’d hate to undergo that public scrutiny. As a former CIA field agent, I have some skeletons in my closet best left in the dark. Keeping the present risk secret from the public a little longer was another factor in that decision.” 
 
    “I see, Sir,” Grayson said, not seeing why he was told this at all. 
 
    As the newest and least experienced BII agent, he wondered why Brogan was confiding this level of sensitive information to him. He had an uncomfortable premonition. That feeling was soon justified. 
 
    “I spent a considerable amount of time explaining how one South Korean Immune probably saved the lives of the three high placed government officials at the game. I received a briefing on the progress of the ongoing CIA analysis during a break in our discussions. The revelation badly rattled them when they heard that mass crowd control was possible. A single person managed to turn tens of thousands of soccer fans, police, and members of a government security detail into rioters and killers. 
 
    “Our research into Immunity will now receive a much higher priority. Right behind that research priority, is learning how that amplifier and transmitter system works. We’ll work on that technology now, but having a working version would help speed the process. When I told the NSC about the limits of my Immune ability, I informed them I could send an agent with a superior form of that ability, which will let him identify where and who the perpetrator is.” 
 
    “Oh, shit! I’m going out of the country?” 
 
    “What did you think the word International meant in BII’s name? I’m sending you to Seoul.” 
 
    “But the guy got away.” 
 
    “I was just informed while returning to Andrews, that the South Korean National Intelligence Service traced the car used in the escape to a neighborhood about six miles South of Seoul, called Bongcheon-dong.  It’s where they believe the man is hiding. His face, taken from an image by a stadium camera, is plastered all over TV in Seoul, so he probably won’t risk going out in public until things calm down.” 
 
    “How do you know all this? Our chopper just returned from Langley, and we didn’t know that when we left. Is the South Korean government working with us after all?” 
 
    “We may be allies, but we each have our own best interests to follow. No, they didn’t tell us, not officially anyway. There are helpful informants we can talk to there.   
 
    “We know they sent both of their Immunes to that district, to see if they can sense him Compelling someone, and narrow down where he is, based on their proximity. Unfortunately, they have a large area to cover, using only two Immunes that only have about a sixty-five-foot range, assuming Agent-X is using only his unamplified ability when they’re near.  
 
    “Our informant says the government is worried the North Korean may be able to repair the broken transmitter. If he happens to be in a tall building above the seventh story as he does that, he won’t be detectable at street level even if he uses mind control before he activates that transmitter. It’s a needle in a haystack search right now.” 
 
    “Richard, I only have a slightly greater detection range of a hundred feet. What if he’s on the eleventh floor of a building or higher. I won’t detect him either.” 
 
    “And what if he fixes that transmitter? He knows they’re looking for him, and he’ll have about a half-mile radius of control over anyone around him if he switches that on to escape the city. He can be at the center of a mile-wide area of chaos if he wants. If you’re there and get inside that circle, you can pinpoint him. We want that transmitter.” 
 
    “I don’t speak a word of Korean or know crap about the country.” 
 
    “We have Korean speaking translators that work for the CIA, and field agents that work there. They’ll be your local handlers. You said you had a passport on your application paperwork. Did you bring that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was in a hurry and Barb helped me pack.” 
 
    “Check your luggage. If not, we can have one made for you. It’ll be waiting at the US Embassy in Seoul, with your handlers.” 
 
    “Right, my handlers and protectors. Until the bad guy turns on that damned transmitter, then my handlers might become my executioners.” 
 
    “So, you won’t go?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll go. I just wanted to bitch and complain, and make you tell me how easy it will be.” He offered a lopsided grin. 
 
    Brogan returned the grin. “You should know that South Korea also wants that transmitter. They have several Compellers and will want to counter the North Korean threat. They wouldn’t just let you walk away with the technology.” 
 
     “Oh great. You sure know how to sweeten the deal. You haven’t even paid me yet, and already I want a raise.” 
 
    “I’ll make it worth your while, Dan.” 
 
    “Relax. I’m just griping. I’ll go, but not because I want a bonus. That would make me a greedy, self-serving turd. I prefer you think I’m a selfless, patriotic turd. How about sending one of our Compellers with me? If I find Agent-X and get a working transmitter, perhaps our guy can put on the helmet and help get us out of the country.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll ask for a volunteer.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask me to volunteer.” 
 
    “I only have one Immune that can do what you do.”  
 
    “Kindly keep that in mind in the future if I screw up. I also want a gun while I’m there as my only method of compulsion. I don’t want one registered in my name in my holster.” 
 
    “I can arrange that, but don’t get caught with a gun in your possession there. The authorities there wouldn’t be happy with you or the US.” 
 
    “Madder than if it helps me get hold of that gadget before they do?” 
 
    “Point made.” 
 
    “When do I go?” 
 
    “Late this afternoon, by taking a ten-hour flight at perhaps Mach 1.25. The aircraft, a B-1 Lancer bomber is on its way from Texas, carrying the extra flight crew to take you to Korea after servicing the aircraft here. If I send another agent along the B-1 has room for both of you. They won’t need the two systems operators, and there won’t be any ordinance, saving that weight for longer range. There’ll still be in-flight refueling.”  
 
    “What do I need to have before I go?” 
 
    “You’ll get your Sat phone, an unregistered 9 MM Glock like you carry now, and instructions on flight procedures for the long trip. Fill a small ditty bag for a change of clothes and toiletries while there. Someone here at Andrews can help gather what you need in that regard.” 
 
    In an afterthought, he asked half a question, “When you call home, Dan?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir?” 
 
    “Don’t mention this trip. Just say you’ll be busy training for a few days.”  
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “I’ve flown in one of these bombers in years past. I suggest you use a suppository or an enema an hour before departure and eat and drink light all day. There used to be a ‘honeypot,’ and I think they have a small chemical toilet now, but it’s best if you don’t need to go and try to sleep to adjust for the time difference. Seoul is thirteen hours ahead of Eastern Time, the other side of the dateline as you fly west. You’ll be landing at Osan Air Base, a bit over thirty miles from Seoul. Then you’ll take a short chopper flight to the Embassy.  
 
    “After that, you’ll be on the clock for a couple of days looking for the guy. As the only Immune, you’ll have the primary task. We need to find that bastard. We want the transmitter and helmet more than we need him alive. He’s probably some poor peasant the North found with psych ability, and he may know zilch about his equipment. Regardless, I won’t trade either of you for him alive or what he knows. Got that?” 
 
    “I always intended to come home each day as a cop. I still do as a BII agent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: Mission to Seoul 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours into the flight, at Mach 1.25, Grayson slipped into a deep sleep despite his belief he couldn’t possibly keep his eyes closed. Mike Gorka was the Compeller that volunteered to go to Seoul with him. He was divorced and had no children, which made him more open to travel. Mike was from Northern Michigan, and thirteen months ago he said he’d been a foreman at a hardwood sawmill.  
 
    When Grayson asked him if he’d be able to sleep with the wind and engine sound and unusual cockpit noises, he laughed. “I used to nap in a sawmill. If band saws and planers couldn’t keep me awake, this sure as Hell won’t.” He made himself as comfortable as he could, and in fifteen minutes he was snoring loudly. That was one more noise for Grayson to ignore. 
 
    The flight crew admitted they had been instructed to not ask their passengers about why they were going to Seoul, what they would do there, or ask them personal questions. The subsequent lack of conversation and boredom won. Grayson even slept through the refueling. 
 
    The flight crew had politely left their two passengers out of the audio circuit to their helmets until near the end of the flight. The Copilot woke them. “Gentlemen, we’ve started our descent to Osan Air Base. As cockpit pressure increases, you should clear your ears every minute to avoid discomfort.” 
 
    He had to repeat his cautionary message for Gorka, who was hard to rouse until Grayson reached over to shake his shoulder. “Mike, we’ll be landing shortly.” 
 
    The pilot appeared to be speaking to someone on another channel because they couldn’t hear him via their helmets, but he had a message for them a couple of minutes later. “We’ve been asked to taxi directly inside a hanger after landing, and we won’t unbutton before they close the hangar doors to avoid observation. It’s just after 1700 local time by the way. 
 
    “I was told four people would meet you, and a helicopter’s waiting. I suggest you hit the latrine as soon as you shed your jumpsuits after climbing down. That’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Grayson hadn’t felt the need before he said that, but soon it was all that was on his mind. His urgency to pee only increased as they waited for the big hangar doors to close. That precaution was evidently part of keeping their arrival out of sight of stray observers. Perhaps a B-1 bomber landing at the home of the Pacific Air Forces’ 51st Fighter Wing wasn’t a common occurrence. 
 
    Both Grayson and Gorka beat the pilot and copilot to the nearest bathroom, dropping their small bags in front of the three men and one woman waiting to escort them to a helicopter they’d seen with rotors already turning as they arrived. They both muttered quick apology’s as they bypassed introductions when they hurried to address nature’s needs. The more experienced and better-prepared pilots paused briefly to explain things to the confused greeters but followed the BII agents in short order.  
 
    The flight crew went to the urinals, but their passengers occupied two of the stalls. The amusement of the pilot was apparent when he asked if he should bring either of them their bags for a change of underwear. Thankfully that wasn’t required, but they were told to leave their jumpsuits behind, abandoning the presumptive military association they had when wearing them. The two refreshed civilians, in casual clothes, walked out together to greet their “handlers.”  
 
    One of them, a man who looked as if he could be Korean, stepped forward as they approached. Surprisingly, his accent sounded as American as anyone from the US, if they lived in Alabama and spoke a strongly southern version of English. “Gentlemen yall can call me Malfoy, which isn’t my real name, and I did not dye my white hair black.  
 
    “We’ll each use pseudonyms. I don’t need to know your names, but we’ll decide on team names for you before we start for Seoul. If this goes well, we’ll part ways in a day or two without you knowing who we are, and we won’t know you. 
 
    “We were told so little about who you are and what you will do here that the Station Officer assigned an improvised Political Action Group, or PAG, to work with you. I emphasize improvised. A real PAG unit handles covert activities tied to political influence and psychological operations. What happened at the stadium seems most closely related to something psychological. We don’t know how it was done, but we assume the two of you were sent here with some idea of how it happened, and we’re going to help you try to find the man that caused it before the locals do.  
 
    “All four of us speak fluent Korean. Two of us will accompany each of you while you’re here, assuming you need to work independently of one another.” 
 
    Grayson, who had done a stint of undercover work when he worked with the Narcotics Unit, offered a handshake and used his street name for buying drugs for resale, “Call me Banker. We intend to stay together because we have complementary skills. We won’t need to separate.”  
 
    Malfoy gripped his hand, “Banker it is.” He looked at Gorka and smiled. “And you’ll be called what?” 
 
    “Chipper,” was the first tough sounding nickname that came to Gorka’s mind, from his sawmill days. They shook hands. 
 
    “OK, that simplifies things for us. Only two of us will stay with you.” He nodded to the woman, the only other one of this makeshift team that looked as if they were Korean. “Alice, you’re with me.”  
 
    He smiled at the two Caucasian males. “Gentlemen, thanks for volunteering. Yall’s white asses are hereby excused from whatever the Hell it is we’ll be doing.”  
 
    Both smiled, one laughed and said, “Good luck Bamma,” as they turned to walk away. The other waved at “Alice” and said over his shoulder, “Don’t let him turn you into one of the Dixie Chicks.” 
 
    “Not to worry. I may turn Malfoy into a Beach Boy.” She sounded as if she might be from California, speaking without a detectable Korean accent. 
 
    Malfoy said, “Banker, Chipper, meet Alice in Wonderland. The two of us can blend in when we deal with locals. Our chopper’s waiting to take us to the Embassy first, where we’ll pick up a car. Grab your bags and let’s get moving.” Offering quick handshakes to Alice, the four of them walked to a side door, towards the sound of the idling helicopter. 
 
    Once buckled in and the door closed, Malfoy signaled to the pilot, the rotor speed increased, and they promptly lifted, turning north towards Seoul. Malfoy pointed to four headphones with boom mikes, which were already plugged in and lay next to each of their seats. The cabin was closed, but a normal conversation would need the headsets to avoid speaking loud. 
 
     Malfoy keyed his headset on and brought them up to date, telling them what had happened during the hours they were in transit. “It’s been no secret that the SK National Intelligence Service and police are searching an area roughly six miles south of the center of Seoul, for a man they claim incited the stadium riot. That story sounds like complete bullshit since one person couldn’t incite that many people to that level of rage. But perhaps you two know how he could do that. We’ll help you do what we can to find the man, but there are hundreds of police looking for him, and his slightly grainy picture is plastered on TV every few minutes, although he surely won’t be wearing that frizzy wig now.  
 
    “The area they’re searching has a lot of buildings and businesses, and no curfew was declared, so people are out on the streets as normal. Perhaps that’s hoping to induce him to come out to try to get farther away and be recognized by someone that wants the big reward. We’ll be able to drive you there from the embassy, but unless you have some idea of where he is, this seems like a long shot, finding one man hiding in that warren before the police do. In any case, how can we help you?” 
 
    Gorka, the senior agent, took the lead here as was previously agreed. “We only need to be nearby. He used a type of short-range transmitter to trigger a form of psychotic episode in the people inside and around the stadium. We have the means to locate him if he uses that transmitter again. We also might be able to find him if we happen to get within a hundred feet of him, even if he’s not actively using the transmitter. It’s a residual radiation effect, and a long shot at best. If he’s flushed out of hiding, we believe he’ll try to use that transmitter again to help him escape Seoul. We don’t believe the SK government can home in on where he is, at least not the way we can if he’s transmitting.” 
 
    Malfoy glanced at Alice. They both assumed they hadn't heard the whole story of the mystery events at the stadium, which had triggered this unusual high priority mission. However, the two handlers would do what they wanted them to do. They’d get them inside the district and then support them.  
 
    “We’ll be at the embassy soon. It’s only a thirty-mile flight from Osan Air Base. I’ll ask our pilot to take us over the Bongcheon area on the way. The neighborhood is about three miles south of the Han River, and the man you want could have walked a few miles from where he left the damaged car when it quit running. On our flight down to Osan, the pilot says Air Traffic Control reminded him not to fly lower than a thousand feet over a populated area when I asked for a lower pass.  The full search area isn’t obvious from the air, but you’ll see the flashing lights on the patrol cars at intersections, and get an idea of the size of the district you want to search. There are thousands of structures, apartment buildings, and businesses, all within a reasonable walking distance of where they found that car.” 
 
    Grayson was looking ahead through the windscreen to catch his first glimpse of Seoul. It was about an hour before sunset, with the sun to his left. A dark, slender smudge was rising ahead, but overall the visibility was good. He assumed by the time they drove from the embassy to the search area it would be after sunset. Darkness wouldn’t matter to him from the standpoint of finding his way around. That was the job of the two handlers. 
 
    The night could even make walking around as a group of four less suspicious. Two Caucasian men working with two Koreans would generate less curiosity by the official searchers if it were dark, making their western faces less noticeable. Mike could also compel any police that showed curiosity in them to look the other way. 
 
    A few minutes later, the pilot looked over his shoulder at his passengers but spoke on a common circuit to their headsets. “There are several fires just ahead, close to the area you asked us to overfly. Air Traffic Control at Incheon airport says those are from two helicopter crashes. They don’t know if there was a midair collision or not, but I can see three different fires, and they must be blocks apart. I don’t think that’s from a single midair. In any case, I was instructed to deviate around the area by three miles to the east or climb to three thousand five hundred to fly over. There are police and army helicopters inbound at low altitude.” He faced front again and pointed. 
 
    Grayson saw the previous slender black smudge from a few minutes ago, but now there were two fresh blossoms of black smoke billowing upward. They were still five or six miles away, so no ground traffic was visible near the sources of smoke. However, on a major highway passing by the area, he could see the flashing lights of police vehicles and a half dozen fire trucks, lights also flashing, moving in from both directions, to where there must be highway exits to reach the crash sites. 
 
    Grayson shared a skeptical look with Gorka. That was too coincidental. There was a key switch on their headset cords, so Grayson assumed he could speak to the pilot. “Excuse me. Can you ask the Tower if there is crowd activity or rioting on the ground where the fires are?”  
 
    The pilot looked back, and said, “I’m talking on the Inchon Radar Approach control frequency, not with the tower controllers. The radar controllers can’t see outside. Besides, the tower controllers are even farther way that we are. I’m climbing to pass over the fires, so you’ll be able to see for yourself shortly.” 
 
    Grayson countered that in a hurry. “No! Don’t get closer than two miles yet.” 
 
    The pilot looked at Malfoy, who he considered in charge of this flight to the US Embassy.  
 
    “Do what he says.” The handler told him. “He and his companion will run this mission, not me. The lady and I are only here to help them.” 
 
    “Roger that.” He slowed their forward airspeed to ease closer to the two-mile limit specified, but he continued their climb to three thousand five hundred feet. Several helicopters were visible, approaching the three smoke columns from two directions. Grayson estimated the three aircraft were below a thousand feet. 
 
    The lead pair, flying in close formation, appeared to be colored olive drab and looked military. The choppers were likely South Korean Army aircraft. They made a turn towards one of the fresh columns of smoke when suddenly they simultaneously tilted their noses down, and their tails booms started spinning out of control. Neither aircraft could recover from their low altitude fatal pirouettes, and they crashed into adjacent buildings, producing explosions of fire and black smoke, with shattered rotor blades flying away. 
 
    “Goddamn!” Their pilot shouted. “Those were Korean army Apache helicopters. Nobody’s going to climb out of either one of them. They went in hard.” 
 
    Gorka pulled one earpiece away from Grayson’s head and leaned close to his ear, speaking low to avoid being overheard. “Did you sense anything?” 
 
    Grayson turned his head to place his lips closer to Gorka’s ear to answer. “I sensed a weak command.” He replied. “And it’s in the direction of the fires, so our guy came out of hiding and wants to get away. Or he may want to go out in a blaze of glory, bringing down the choppers. He might not be welcome back home if he’s a North Korean agent.”  
 
    Alice, watching them from the other side of the noisy cabin, had nudged Malfoy and they both looked at their secretive wards. She removed her headset and pulled Malfoys off as well. The pilot didn’t need to hear their conversation on the intercom circuit. “The Banker here says the man they came to find may be out of hiding, and he detected a signal in the direction of the fires. It's possible their target caused all the crashes.” 
 
    Grayson looked surprised. “I spoke low.” 
 
    “I read lips,” she answered, smiling.  
 
    Malfoy asked, surprised “You picked up his transmitter? How?” 
 
    “I don’t see a receiver.” Alice glanced at his pants pockets, suspecting he was carrying a small electronic device. She saw a lump in his left pocket and grinned. “Are you happy to see me, or is that a banana in your pocket?” It was an old joke, but she wondered how he’d picked up a signal of any kind, and knew its direction.  
 
    Grayson frowned in confusion a moment, then laughed. “It’s my satellite phone, and it isn’t turned on.” He pulled out his Iridium phone, then returned it to his pocket as he expanded on her quip. 
 
    “You were thinking of the wrong head. My smart brain’s up here.” He tapped his temple with a smirk. 
 
    It was “Chipper’s” sharp and disapproving look at his partner that led the two CIA operatives to realize that the second joke must have held some element of truth, which he thought the Banker shouldn’t have revealed.  
 
    Do these men have electronic implants? That thought seemed too wildly speculative to Malfoy. Nevertheless, he felt the need to emphasize how serious he was about helping them complete their mission. “Banker, even if he’s in violation of air traffic instructions, our pilot will fly over any area where you direct us to go. If you can narrow down where the target is, we’ll have a forced landing somewhere close, because of some mechanical issue that Chisolm will think of after the fact.” Now they knew the pilot's name. Or was that another nickname for the mission? 
 
    Grayson shook his head. “Malfoy, I don’t doubt what you say you would tell the pilot to do, or the pilot's willingness to do that, but suicide isn’t going to accomplish our mission.” 
 
    He pointed out the window at the newest two fires. “The bad guy has obviously activated his transmitter, so we’d simply add another pile of wreckage over there if we get too close. Chipper and I need to walk in on foot to get close enough to track him to wherever he is, even if he’s hiding or wearing a new disguise. Anyone with us risks losing control of their actions, just like those chopper pilots did, and the tens of thousands of people at that stadium.  You don’t know what you’re up against, but we do.” 
 
    The operative wasn’t willing to give in yet. “We aren’t supposed to leave you unprotected. Neither of you speaks Korean. Excuse the slur, but if the police spot either of you round eyes now with all the shit happening down there, you’ll instantly be questioned as foreigners and you can’t answer their questions.” 
 
    Gorka said, “If either of you is armed, you’ll be as dangerous to us as a psycho cop if you’re close to that transmitter. You won’t be able to stop yourselves. If we find our man and get what we’re after, you need to be where you can extricate us.” 
 
    “What if the man you’re after is armed?” Alice countered. 
 
    “So are we.” Grayson opened his jacket to reveal his concealed holster. Gorka simply patted his left armpit over his gun. 
 
    Malfoy shrugged. “I hope you don’t need to ask directions or anything.” 
 
    “We knew this before we came,” Gorka admitted. “We need to sit this chopper down someplace where the pilot stays clear of that transmitter’s influence, but a bit closer than we are now. Gray…,” He caught himself. “Banker here will know if we’re getting too close. A park or parking lot will do or even a wide rooftop. It needs to happen fast or more people are going to die.” 
 
    Malfoy looked ahead, picked a spot, leaned towards the pilot, and pointed, telling him where they needed to land. It was a grassy area of a highway interchange near Seoul University, and a bit more than a mile from the double Apache crashes. 
 
    The pilot nosed the aircraft down and swooped towards the designated spot, flaring tail down as they neared the center of the interchange loop. Malfoy reached into a bag under his seat and pulled out two handheld transceivers, passing them to Gorka and Grayson.  
 
    “There are three others in the bag, for me, Alice, and the pilot, channels are preselected, but channel 12 is ours. Keep us updated, and we can coordinate where to recover you. Be careful. You probably need to run two miles, if you follow the roads, to get close to your man.”  
 
    Gorka grinned. “We’ll follow the roads all right. But we aren’t running.” He stepped out of the door as it slid open, followed by Grayson. They trotted towards the underpass. 
 
    Watching their backs, Alice asked, “Are they going to hijack a car?” 
 
     “It’s what I’d do in an emergency. I hope they don’t have to shoot some poor bastard that can’t speak English.” 
 
    They didn’t. Remarkably, the two men didn’t even wave down the first vehicle that drove near, headed north under the overpass. A car with two men pulled over, and they opened the driver and passenger doors. Then, surprisingly, they stepped out and let the two Americans take the vehicle without protest. The Banker slipped behind the wheel and drove under the overpass and out of view. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Malfoy said in amazement. “I guess they’ll find their way from here. Most of the major road signs are in Korean and English.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson watched in awe as the car pulled to the side of the road and the two men got out and stood to the side. “Damn, Mike. I only half believed that story, that you not speaking someone’s language wasn’t important.” He sensed Mike’s commands that ordered the driver to stop for the two presumed plainclothes police officers, then telling them to step away from the car. 
 
    Grayson drove of course, as the Immune. As soon as he cleared the obscuring overpass the faint mental commands, which he’d sensed from the air returned. “I know which way to go, but I can’t drive cross country. There’s a GPS icon on the console display. See if you can get a map of the local roads while I drive.” 
 
    He followed the curving parkway as Gorka struggled to figure out how to change the display. It didn’t take long. “Ha! I got it. This a KIA and my mother has an Optima. I showed her how to use her GPS.” 
 
    Grayson glanced at the map, checking their position, and compared that mentally with the direction he sensed they should go. “This isn’t directly the way we want to drive, but the commands are growing stronger. I’ll turn right at the next large intersection. I don’t any see signs that the drivers passing near us are reacting to his weak control commands.” There was other traffic, moving in both directions. 
 
    “What’s he sending Dan?” 
 
    “It mostly has been specific commands, intended for what I assume are the police. The instructions seem to be directing them to make turns at intersections or to look away when told. I assume those are patrol cars that get close to the man. That’s what I faintly sensed when he brought down the two Apaches. He convinced those pilots they were in a nose up stall, and in a rapid spin to their left. The pilots compensated by tilting their noses down, and a hard right turn. They were already low and spun in with their noses down. I don’t know how far away he was from us then, but his control over the pilots must have been strong to overcome their self-preservation instincts.” 
 
    Mike nodded. “I don’t think I could Compel anyone to plunge to their death. Distract them perhaps, or confuse them, but not force them to dive to a certain death like that. He must have Stiles-like Control ability when he uses that transmitter, and with a much greater range. That transmitter makes him dangerous as Hell. Have you sensed any crowd control commands, to trigger a riot?” 
 
    “Just brief flashes, such as a group order to send people out onto the streets from businesses and apartment buildings. He’d be able to hide better in crowds, and if cornered, he has people to send against anyone wearing insulated foil lined suits.” 
 
    “If he’s ordering individual police units to turn away, then he must be out on the street. He could control the officers, but dash cams could see him, although I don’t know if the patrol cars here transmit images to a substation. They don’t work that way in police units where I lived in Michigan. I never asked if they can do that in Washington because it never occurred to me. If he’s from North Korea, he may be exposed to more technology than he’s accustomed to seeing and could be worried about facial recognition software, which isn’t fooled by mental commands. That’s how we traced him out of the stadium, and how the police got a better picture to put on TV.” 
 
    Grayson nodded. “If he’s moving around outside, then we have a chance to locate him. After that, the trick is to take him down before he sees us coming. He can turn anyone around him into his defenders.” 
 
    Taking a right turn at the next major street, Grayson noticed an immediate difference after a quarter mile. “He feels stronger and is ahead and to the left. Call it the eleven o'clock position. I’m less sure of the true distance, because the signal strength varies as we move, and perhaps he’s moving as well.” 
 
    “Dan, look at the cars ahead of us.” That was a redundant warning because Grayson could see people getting out of their stopped vehicles, and walking diagonally across the road. 
 
    “They’re responding to his call to walk towards him, to build a crowd of people around him. They’d get there faster by car, but that isn’t what he told them to do.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Gorka asked. Something in his voice made Grayson glance at his partner. 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Because just now I thought it would be best if we got out and walked in the same direction as those drivers and passengers, towards those tall apartment buildings or hotels.” 
 
    “You’ve received his thoughts.” Grayson had a sense of foreboding. 
 
    “It seemed like my idea, but I’m on guard now for anything that would be out of the ordinary. I can’t sense him, but I wanted to walk towards those high-rise buildings.”   
 
    “That’s in the general direction where I sense he is. He’s calling a mass of people to him, and we must be within less than a mile of where he is.” 
 
    People in buildings and residences on both sides of the road were coming out and walking towards where Grayson sensed the commands originated. He was forced to slow and swerve to avoid clusters of people. They weren’t walking completely oblivious, but they weren’t watching for traffic either. When he blew his horn, they were startled, and either hurried across the road or paused to let him pass. They had passive expressions and didn’t look angry, or even curious. They were simply taking a walk, largely ignoring their surroundings and not speaking to those with them, not even other passengers from their cars who they presumably knew well. 
 
    So many cars had stopped haphazardly on both sides that they blocked the road. Grayson crossed a grassy median to reach a side street, where he drove several more blocks north, weaving around stopped cars and foot traffic walking in the center of the street. The GPS indicated they were just a few blocks from Bongcheon Station, on line 2 of the subway. 
 
    Pedestrian traffic had slowed them to foot traffic speed anyway, so they pulled the car to a curb and got out. Suddenly hundreds of people looked up, and Grayson did as well because he sensed the same command, and faintly heard what they were trying to see.  
 
    There was a small drone flying over at about five hundred feet. The South Korean authorities had found a solution to flying manned helicopters over the affected area. As long as the operator remained out of range of Agent-X’s control, they could look down at what the crowds of people and the now unresponsive police were doing.  
 
    Because Grayson was looking up, he wasn’t surprised that Gorka had followed suit. However, when Agent-X sent his next command, the only one to respond near Grayson was Gorka. That was because he was the only person in the immediate area with a gun, and he intended to follow the order. He was going to try to shoot down the drone.  
 
    “Mike, stop!” He shouted, and grabbed his arm to pull it down.  
 
    For a moment Gorka resisted, and said, “It can see us. I need to shoot it down.”  
 
    “Mike, listen to me. It isn’t looking for us, and it was the NK Controller that ordered anyone with a gun to shoot down drones if they saw any flying over. It was his command, and it seemed reasonable to you, so you obeyed. There are probably multiple drones flying towards this area now. The SK army and police can’t get closer without wearing insulated suits, so this will help them find the center of the mob, where Agent-X is.” 
 
    “You have to be right, but damned if it didn’t seem logical to me that it was looking for us.” He looked embarrassed, and instead of reholstering his weapon, he turned it butt first and handed it to Grayson. 
 
    “I should have done this before we got out of the car. It’s protocol, and you’re new and haven’t undergone our training as VIP watchdogs. I assumed you’d tell me to do it and I didn’t consider how fast we got rushed into this mission. It’s why you drove, and my surrendering my weapon to the nearest Immune is done for the same reason.  
 
    “I can be influenced by another Compeller if I’m not on guard, and in this case, the prick is a super Controller. We’re at least two blocks away, and he might as well be standing next to me. He could as easily have ordered me to shoot the bad guy next to me. You need to keep my gun, and if things get dicey, we have to separate.” 
 
    Sporadic gunfire erupted from the next intersection ahead, and from streets closer to where Grayson sensed the center of control originated. None of the people nearby appeared alarmed by the gunfire.  
 
    An automatic rifle opened up somewhere close, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw the drone suddenly spin wildly. When he turned to look, it was dropping, with at least one of its four rotors shot away, but the rapid-fire continued as it fell, with bullets shattering windows of the six-story building in the line of fire behind the target. The firing ceased, but probably because the magazine had emptied. Collateral damage obviously wasn’t a consideration of whoever was doing the shooting. It was fortunate that the people in the surrounding buildings were out on the streets, but had the ammunition lasted, some of them might have died if they were in the way. 
 
    There was considerably more gunfire heard from greater distances, both pistol, and rifle fire. Mike’s words echoed Grayson’s hope. “If they use up their ammunition on the drones, there’s less to use on pedestrians, and on us. All we have are the two guns you have. I only brought one more clip.” He fished that out of his coat pocket and handed it to Grayson. 
 
    “Thanks. I have three spares of my own, but we didn’t come prepared for a shootout. In fact, we aren’t well prepared at all. Let’s keep moving.”  
 
    Their early worry that their western features might draw undue attention from police proved unfounded, since the police were now in the thrall of the NK Controller. At the corner of two small cross streets, the uniformed officer that had brought down the drone was standing by his patrol car, its trunk open, where he’d obtained his long rifle. He had just reloaded. 
 
    Grayson had an inspiration. “Mike, if you’re close enough to someone, do you think you can overpower the command of Agent-X and his transmitter?” 
 
    He smiled. “I won’t know until I try. How about you tell me when Agent-X isn’t sending?” 
 
    “He’s not right now. Get that officer to hand you his rifle and pistol, and you hand them to me.” 
 
    Gorka walked close to the officer, who smiled, saluted, and walked over to Grayson and handed over his rifle and his semiautomatic from his holster. Stood at attention, saluted again, and returned to sit inside his patrol car. 
 
    Mike explained. “I didn’t even want to risk holding the guns that long.” 
 
    “Who did he think you were?” 
 
    “The adjutant to the Seoul Chief of Police, if it translated in his mind the same as I sent to him. I don’t know if his chief has an adjutant, but that’s the word I sent him. You’re his chief by the way. Whatever it translated into in Korean, it worked.” 
 
    They moved out onto the wider boulevard, six lanes wide, with a narrow median and service lanes at the sides, with parking for cars and motor scooters in front of a solid line of businesses. They walked among the milling people along the service lane, but people were walking in the street as well, where no cars were moving. People occasionally glanced up, apparently looking for more drones, but none appeared. Every police officer they saw held their pistol or a long rifle, and there were at least a dozen men in plain clothes with pistols in their hands, all of them looking at the sky almost continuously. The men in suits could be police or other government security personnel. They showed no interest in the two Americans. 
 
    “Dan, I’m not sensing any thoughts to do anything special. What’s he sending?” 
 
    “Nothing most of the time. The NK agent has sent what I’d say were pre-commands, or preconditioning to anyone with a gun to shoot down drones, or aircraft. Since you no longer have a gun, the commands don't apply to you, which is why I think you don’t react. He last ordered all the people to stay in this general area, so they’re doing that, and when you move with me, that’s behaving similarly to what he ordered.  
 
    “When he isn’t sending, I can’t get a distance fix on him. The location hasn’t changed much, however, so he’s in the direction I’m walking. He’s on this side of the street, but without a new command from him, I don’t have a new range for him. It felt like he was a block away before we turned the corner. 
 
    “I don't want us to look too purposeful in our movements if he’s watching for that Mike. Nobody else is doing more than mill about, without any apparent purpose. They’re staying out of the buildings, I notice. I haven’t a clue what he intends to do. I can sense his commands when issued, but not what he wants to accomplish. I don’t see signs that he’s trying to escape.” 
 
    “I wonder why he came out of hiding at all?”  
 
    “It could be with his picture plastered on every TV channel it helped the authorities to locate where he was hiding if he had an apartment, and he got flushed out. I said before that he probably isn’t welcome back to North Korea. Kim Jong-un doesn’t want a competing dictator. The guy may have his family held hostage for his proper behavior. This mission was possibly a test of the effectiveness of the technology to trigger mass behavior here in the South.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like he had much of a plan for after the stadium attack,” Mike remarked. 
 
    “Perhaps whoever sent him may not have wanted or expected him to get out of the stadium alive. If his transmitter cable hadn’t broken, I think he’d have continued the riot there, and he’d have eventually died in the process, thus saving his family. He may be making this up as he goes now.” 
 
    Grayson shrugged as he continued along the wide street. “Shit, I don’t know, Mike. I’ve only known I was an Immune for a week and about Compellers and Controllers for a day longer.” 
 
    Just then, there was a command sent to draw everyone in the direction the Americans were walking. The people didn’t run, but their aimless random small walks took on a specific direction.  
 
    “He’s gathering people around him, I think for protection as human shields. He sent an image of a glass room on the side of the street, with a pair of stairs leading down. What the Hell would that be? He’s only a half block ahead.” 
 
    “Dan, the GPS showed a green line along this side of the street before we abandoned the car. Seoul has subway lines, as does Washington. Louisville doesn’t have a subway system so you might not recognize an entrance. That sounds like a station entrance.” 
 
    “Makes sense. The agent would have a below ground escape route. But I wonder how I can get close enough to shoot without him seeing me when plexiglass surrounds him? He’ll send all the civilians and perhaps armed police at me if he knows I’m a threat.”  
 
    He glanced at the trees along the side of the service lane, thinking of trying to climb higher to see what was ahead on the same block. “I want to see how I can get closer before the crowd closes around him.” 
 
    Gorka, seeing where he looked, said, “Use a car to stand on.” 
 
    “Crap. Good idea. I guess I didn’t want to scratch a paint job.” 
 
    He slung the confiscated rifle across his back using its strap, and climbed onto the hood of a shiny black Mercedes and walked up to the roof, wincing when he heard the pop of metal sagging and rebounding as stepped to the roof. He could see the rectangular plexiglass structure, placed between the service lane and boulevard. He could see through the clear panel at the near end and saw a lone figure standing at the other open end, by the handrails on the up and down escalators. People were standing all around the clear sided rectangular structure facing out and were already three or four bodies deep. A human shield was forming. 
 
    When he jumped down, he noticed that Gorka had started following the crowd. Pushing between people, Grayson caught up to him and grabbed his arm. “Mike, we need to get down into the subway tunnels. Over a hundred people already surround him, and these others will join them. We need to get below and come up from behind him.” 
 
    Gorka seemed almost surprised and distracted. “Oh. There you are. I know why he needs us.”  
 
    Grayson caught the man’s use of needs us, but he asked why anyway. Mike pointed at a storefront window. The business sold small electronics and portable televisions. Several display models were turned on, and they each showed two tanks moving up a wide street that looked as if it could be the one they were on, but several blocks away and out of control range. They were pushing cars that blocked the roadway aside or just climbed over and crushed them, as curious people were marshaled away from the affected area.  
 
    The TV image, apparently taken from a portable shoulder camera zoomed to show a silvery bump under the front left side of the turret of each tank. It was a side view, but Grayson suddenly knew why the South Koreans weren’t worried about the NK Controller assuming control of these main battle tanks. The drivers wore a Faraday suit. With the crews of both tanks protected this way, they could get close to the man they needed to nullify. That was a nice word, but the nullification was going to kill many unwilling innocents.  
 
    Gorka started to turn away again, and Grayson realized he was responding to the steady pull of Agent-X’s mental call to the crowd to form around him. The desperate man obviously knew the tanks were coming.  
 
    “Mike, how would we get down into the subway tunnels and get behind him? I don’t know much about subway systems. You’ve been in those in Washington.” 
 
    “Sure. Cross the street. I’ll bet another entrance is on that side.” His mind wasn’t fully under control, but they had a half block yet to cover.  
 
    Grayson pulled on his arm, “Show me.” He didn’t want him getting too close to that transmitter. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there, Dan. The shortest way is this direction.” The man was trying to pull away, as the siren mental call was winning the battle for control of Gorka’s mind. 
 
    “We can get closer to protect him if we go around the crowd.”  He wanted to get him below ground, hoping to shield him from the Controller’s radiated thoughts. He could leave Gorka there if he weren't under that mind control. 
 
    That tactic appeared to be working, and Mike let Grayson lead him across the street, through the increasing press of people drawn to their left. So long as Grayson angled slightly in the same direction, he could tack across the flow of bodies to the other side of the street without Gorka pulling too hard to their left.  
 
    There was a matching rectangular station entrance on the opposite side of the street, but it would be impossible to reach that without getting so close that Mike would be irresistibly drawn to form part of the mass of bodies protecting the man at their center. If the people were willing to risk crushing it seemed improbable the tanks would simply run them over. The men in Faraday suits couldn’t climb out of the tanks, or Agent-X would have them attacked. It seemed like a standoff was in the making. 
 
    The rumble of the tanks sounded from behind Grayson, as one of them gunned its engine to push a delivery truck out of its way. That’s when he saw two other silver draped figures protruding from the top of the wide low tank turrets. There was a heavy machine gun mounted atop each, with a shielded gunner, or they were probably the tank commanders. If they got close enough, they could minimize collateral damage when they killed Agent-X, harming as few innocents as possible. 
 
    The Controller employed a couple of responses. One was a hideous measure intended to keep the tanks at their present distance. Horrified, Grayson watched as people hiding behind cars or between buildings rushed to throw themselves in front of the treads of the tanks.  
 
    He watched with revulsion as five men, and two women died, their bodies splattering on the pavement like smashed insects beneath heavy battle tank treads, before the drivers were even aware of what was happening and stopped. More people threw themselves on the street in front of and behind the tanks, and some inserted their heads, arms, or legs through the openings in the wheels and treads below the side shields. The tanks couldn’t move without killing people. 
 
     Part of the horror was because it all happened so silently, without a single shout or scream, even from those crushed. That command to stay silent was what Grayson sensed from the deadly mass control instruction, sent to people previously conditioned to obey, triggered by what was apparently a code phrase. Agent-X surely had some training in how to apply his control before embarking on this mission. No telling how many North Korean political prisoners died while he learned some of his capability.  
 
    The greatly increased broadcast strength of the transmitted group command, which was very specific, acted out only by the people that Agent-X had individually prepositioned well before Grayson and Gorka had arrived. It was triggered when he said the proper phrase to obey his next commands, whatever those words would be. The transmitter in his fanny pack must have at least two power settings because the signal strength had increased. It made sense to Grayson in hindsight, because the current radius of control had seemed slightly less than what Grayson had seen applied to rioters on the stadium cameras.  
 
    Gorka had not budged, despite the greatly increased signal strength, nor other people that were not close to the tanks. That was because they weren’t the minds Agent-X targeted. Grayson now knew he’d allowed his companion to get so close to the source of the controlling mental commands that, at the increased strength, he’d blindly obey just like the others. No matter what he was instructed to do that might end his life. He’d have to abandon Gorka if there was any chance to complete the mission. 
 
    Or, I can leave him unconscious, Grayson thought. 
 
    He unslung the rifle, which had a black plastic stock, or perhaps it was some carbon composite material. It wasn’t as heavy as wood, but a butt stroke to the back of Mike’s head should put him down long enough to use his belt and necktie to secure his hands and feet after he dragged him out of harm's way. He might suffer a concussion, but being forced to fight on behalf of the NK agent didn’t sound like a ticket to survival. 
 
    He didn’t count on Agent-X’s second response coming right then, which he ordered when two foil suited crew members from each tank climbed out to try to remove the people blocking their movements.  
 
    Shoot the men in silver from the tanks! 
 
    Gorka snatched the rifle from Grayson’s hands before he could react and leveled it towards the two tanks, nearly a block and a half distant. It was an unfamiliar weapon, and the safety was still engaged, so he was momentarily thwarted in obeying the murderous command. At least long enough for Grayson to grasp the handguard and the narrowest part of the stock, pushing the barrel up, and trying to twist the butt stock down and away, intending to use it in a sideways stroke to the side of Gorka’s head. 
 
    The former sawmill worker had a strong grip, and he managed to retain his hold on the pistol grip below the safety, and the weapon didn’t pull free. Gunfire was sounding from around them, as uniformed police officers, and men in plainclothes fired towards the tanks, some with automatic rifles like Grayson and Gorka were struggling to control. They were too far for effective pistol use, but that didn’t dissuade them. They accidentally shot people standing close to their line of sight and hit some of the people blocking the tanks forward motion and quite a few of the people the men in foil suits were attempting to pull away from the sides of the tank.  
 
    Three of the silver-clad figures also dropped, and two then crawled along the sides, staying low to the ground towards the rear, using the people with arms and legs stuck through the tread gaps as human shields, heedlessly catching bullets intended for the tank crew. One silver clad figure, which somehow the reckless gunfire missed, clambered quickly onto his tank and scrambled behind the turret for protection. The heads of the drivers quickly ducked down, and they reached up to pull their hatches closed. 
 
    “Mike, stop!” Grayson still had a good grip on the rifle, but Gorka seemed determined to regain control. His expression didn’t register as angry, and he didn’t speak, but his clenched jaw and white knuckles reflected his determination to obey the constantly repeated Control orders to shoot and kill the tank crews.  
 
    Another crew member was now motionless next to the tank on the right, but one from the left tank made it around to the backside, after failing to pull his now motionless comrade out of the hail of bullets. In a quick move at the top of the tank on the right, the first crewman to get to cover climbed onto the turret and nearly dove headfirst through the open hatch.  
 
    Grayson wasn’t idly watching as all this happened, he had elbowed and head-butted Gorka, to no effect, and decided it was time to get dirtier. He stamped on his partner’s left instep with his right heel and then brought his left knee up in a blow to his crotch. Both had to hurt, but Gorka barely winced at either hit. It was like fighting a movie zombie.  
 
    There was a command to those with guns to rush the tanks and climb on them to kill those inside. Gorka tried to drag Grayson along, but his left foot wasn’t pushing very well, despite his seeming to ignore the probable break. At least ten men ran towards the tank, those with pistols were dry firing, not having been ordered to reload. Being a puppet master didn’t make Oz all powerful. 
 
    Even had they been ordered to reload, assuming they carried spare magazines, it wouldn’t have gotten them into the tanks if they were sealed. That proved to be irrelevant when the turret diver on the right-side tank reappeared standing up. He was directly behind the .50 Browning Machine Gun, which he charged, and fired a dozen rounds into the sky to warn the poorly armed attackers. He may as well have spit on them. The return fire came close, but the shooters were running. The tank commander may have been reluctant, but his next rounds were fired in short three round bursts and proved highly effective. He took down those with rifles first, aiming for their legs. With his weapon, he could blow off parts of their lower legs, and the heavy slugs did just that in two cases. It didn’t prevent those hit from firing off the remainder of their magazines as they crawled or laid on the ground.   
 
    When the gunfire lessened, the wounded man from the left tank dragged himself into the top turret, but he didn’t need that machine gun. The handful of men still running towards the tanks, futilely pulling triggers of empty weapons, were picked off less violently with his and the other commander's sidearm when they tried to climb onto the tanks.  
 
    The armed resistance appeared to be at an end, even if the tanks couldn’t move without killing more civilians. That was until the tank commander saw two men struggling for control of a rifle, just over a block and a half away. The commander lifted his binoculars. The two men were westerners. He’d just been forced to kill Korean police officers, and possibly National Security agents. He wasn’t about to cut these two assholes any slack. Unfortunately, they were mixed in with Korean civilians.  
 
    If one of them gained possession of the weapon and charged the tanks, he’d leave nothing but chunks of red meat to mop up later. He’d already reported what had happened by radio, and now more men in Faraday suits were coming. But not in tanks this time. He’d objected to the pretentious show of overkill with two Black Panthers, knowing what had happened at the stadium with civilians. He was overruled. 
 
    Grayson was tiring against a man that fought like an automaton, who acted as if the pain didn’t exist, and appeared to be on an adrenalin pump. 
 
    He spared a glance at the tanks and saw he and Gorka were under direct observation, by the man that had just used the heavy machine gun to kill the attacking armed police. It didn’t take a genius to see who he wanted to shoot next if they were clear of bystanders. 
 
    That abruptly changed, due to the vagaries of the NK agent. A convoy of vehicles carrying a few hundred armed troops in Faraday suits was approaching from the opposite direction on the boulevard, and that convoy was better able to weave around stalled automobiles and delivery trucks.  The tanks had been sent first to draw the limited amount of firepower of the weapons within the affected area.  
 
    Grayson didn’t know this of course, but the Controller knew, perhaps from radio or TV coverage. He elected to retain the protection of the human shields around himself on his side of the street, but those on the other side of the street were redundant. He ordered them to run towards the new threat, and suddenly the protective bystanders around Gorka and Grayson started rushing away from the tanks. Fortunately, Gorka no longer wanted to charge the tanks with the rifle he’d tried to wrest from his partner. Now he wanted to rip the foil suits off the men arriving from the other direction. If the first men encountered were reluctant to shoot unarmed people, they’d soon join them as armed puppet recruits when the civilians tore open their fragile suits. They would then turn their weapons on their fellow suited comrades.  
 
    Grayson ran alongside Gorka because they were moving closer to the subway entrance just ahead and because he still wanted to save the man. Aside from being on the same side, he needed the Compeller’s ability to get out of this mess when he didn’t speak the language. When Gorka was forced to slow down because he was at the rear of a pack of slower moving citizen-puppets, Grayson reached over his head from behind and looped the rifle’s sling strap around his throat. He pulled tight, tugging hard on the rifle, and Gorka fell backward.  
 
    The man struggled to pull the strap free with his maniacal adrenaline fed strength, and Grayson didn’t think he could hold him. Even if he managed to hit him in the head, he no longer had any confidence that the blow would stop him. Nothing appeared to slow the people under that powerful compulsion. 
 
    He pulled up close to Mike’s left ear, to see if words might register. He shouted, “Mike! I can’t save you if you keep fighting me. I need your help to stop this insanity.”  
 
    Gorka slipped his right wrist through the strap by his right ear, releasing the pressure that had nearly choked him into unconsciousness. Grayson knew he’d be able to slip his head down and escape the choking strap. 
 
    The Controller’s order was renewed to his puppets to attack the suited troops with greater urgency. Grayson knew he was about to lose this struggle. He screamed, “Stop listening to that son of a bitch! Ignore him. Think for yourself, Goddamn it!” 
 
    Gorka slipped his head free of the sling as he twisted free and rolled over on his right side. Instead of getting up, he groaned and vomited, curling into a fetal position, but looking at Grayson. He said his first words in minutes of silently struggling with his partner. 
 
    “Were you trying to choke me, damn you? I think my fucking foot is broke, and someone kicked me in the nuts. I hurt all over, and I’m half deaf.” 
 
    Grayson took advantage of the brief period of lucidity. He assumed the Controller must have released his partner for some reason. “I need to get you below ground level, in the subway. That might shield you from the transmitter. You’ve been trying to obey that bastard. Move while he’s quiet.” 
 
    “He’s not quiet. I sense him right now, and he’s just across the street. He wants everyone on this side of the street to go after the soldiers in Faraday suits.” 
 
    Grayson realized the steady pressure of commands to intercept that column was still broadcasting. “You still sense that and know his location?” 
 
    “Uhh. Yeah, I do.” Gorka admitted, sounding puzzled. He pointed towards a group of people, running past the plexiglass panels of the closest subway entrance. His finger pointed where Grayson sensed the NK agent stood, invisible behind his five deep shields of civilians that faced outward, on the opposite side of the street. 
 
    “You’re displaying my Immune ability. How?” 
 
    “It seems like the way you described it to us. But I don’t know how. I was choking, and suddenly I became aware of the command to run and attack some men in silver suits, and I knew who sent that and where he was. I knew I needed to ignore him.” 
 
    “That’s what I told you to do. I was trying to stop you from attacking armed soldiers with your bare hands. Like they’re going to do.” He gestured to the people running past them. The number of people was thinning out. He glanced at the tanks and saw the man standing in the turret, hands on his machine gun, looking at him and Gorka. 
 
    “We need to get down into the subway, that tank commander shot and killed the armed police sent to attack them in a suicidal rush. You wanted to join that attack and fought me for control of the rifle. He saw us, and I think he held his fire because we had too many civilians around us. That cover is nearly gone. We have to move!” 
 
    “I won’t be able to stand on my left foot, help me hop.” He retched again as Grayson helped him to stand on his right leg, and together they hobbled towards the plexiglass-enclosed entrance on this side of the street. Perhaps it was because they didn’t move towards the tanks, or level the rifle in that direction, but no machine gun slugs sought them out. Or perhaps it was the risk to people only a short distance downrange. In any case, they reached the top of the escalators safely, and trees along the service road median finally shielded them from view. 
 
    Gorka patted Grayson on the shoulder to get his attention. “Uh Dan, I’m feeling less pain, and I feel the need to go after those silver suits. I can’t tell where he is anymore. Don’t trust me.” He was desperately warning his partner that he was falling under the NK agent’s control again. They were closer to that transmitter, and a signal stronger than even Stiles could generate. 
 
    Repeating what he did before, Grayson placed his head close to the man and shouted in his left ear, “Don’t listen, Mike. Ignore him. Think for yourself!” 
 
    Gorka winced and raised his left hand to his ear as he pulled away to lean against the unpowered escalator handrail. 
 
    “OK, it’s not infiltrating into my mind now, and I could hit him with a rock if he were standing in the open. Could you try just saying it softly next time? I don’t want to require a hearing aid as well as a crutch after working with you. I don’t even speak when I Compel someone, you know.” 
 
    “Is that how you Compel someone? Minus the shouting, I mean. How did I get that ability?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t receive any outside thoughts that I can attribute to you at all. But the thoughts I know now were coming from that Controller changed character as soon as you shouted at me. From you, it isn’t what I feel from other Complellers when we test one another. The incoming foreign thoughts from Agent-X simply stopped feeling like they were my thoughts, and became separate and directional. I still sense him just across the street, but they are certainly not my thoughts now. I have never sensed the thoughts of anyone as not my own. Brogan and our other Immunes do, and you have directionality and range detection. Somehow you gave me your ability briefly. 
 
     “Before, when I received what I now know were Agent-X’s thoughts, they were my thoughts, and it becomes overwhelming for me to act on them. I can’t help but do what my mind and willpower say is what I should do. It’s almost instinctive, like running from a fire. 
 
    “No other Compeller has ever had that effect on me, or me on them. You seemed to have broadcast your Immune capability. I’ve never heard of an Immune that was able to do that. Maybe no one ever tried, since we didn’t think there was anything in the signal.” 
 
    “I’m stronger than he is with his transmitter? Why is that?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re stronger, just much closer and thus more effective. You were inches from my head, and he’s across the street. And it doesn’t last long. My foot is feeling better, and I’m starting to want to run that way.” He pointed where the other puppets had gone, and where gunfire was now sounding. The foil shielded men were not going down without a fight, and innocent people were dying. 
 
    Grayson tried an experiment. He stood close and thought, don’t listen to him, Mike. Ignore him. 
 
    Gorka nodded his approval. “It worked, and you didn’t deafen me by yelling. I don’t know what words you sent me, but his signal suddenly felt external to my mind. Let’s get below street level before your command fades again. Since I can feel the transition when his external thoughts start to fade and become mine, I should be able to warn you. If I act odd, send your command anyway.” 
 
    With the power off in the station, a precaution the city had apparently taken, it meant the men had to walk down the escalators. In Gorka’s case, he sat with his left butt cheek on a rubber handrail, and with Grayson’s help, scooted down the slip resistant surface. Twice forced to shift to the other side handrail, turning the other cheek, so to speak, when the heat from friction grew too uncomfortable on one side of his butt.  
 
    At Level 1, emergency lights allowed them to see the customer service area, and there were signs and corridors they could take and a map of the station. Gorka’s familiarity with other subway systems directed Grayson to a wide corridor that crossed over the train line at lower Level 2. Where they were, on the opposite side of the street from Agent-X, and underground, Mike was well below the NK agent’s signal. The men parted company, but not before Grayson tried a couple of simple tests.  
 
    One test was to see if they could sense the mental commands they were sure the Controller was still be using. Grayson sensed nothing, and Mike didn’t need a refresher command to ignore the thoughts that couldn’t reach him. 
 
    The other improvised test was when they each pulled out their satellite phones and confirmed neither man acquired a signal. Then they tried the transceivers Malfoy gave them, with the same result. No signal. They were well shielded. 
 
    “Wait here, Mike. I’ll come back for you. If I acquire that transmitter and antenna helmet, we can see if it will work for you. That would help us get out of here.” 
 
    “Good luck, and watch out for his puppets, both those under his direct control and those that have implanted commands. They’ll die to protect him if he commands that, and he’s done that repeatedly.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Grayson walked to the next corridor on the other side of the street, and under the Korean script on walls and overhead signs, he found the word Exit in English, with arrows. He’d passed darkened display wall panels and small shops, lit only by the emergency lighting system along the walkways. It was much like a small shopping district down here. If the customers and employees had gone to the surface when the power was switched off, they were now part of the defensive brigade the NK agent had formed around himself.  
 
    He walked only a short distance before he picked up traces of specific commands from the NK agent, but without his having a feeling for a clear direction, other than ahead of him along the same corridor. Logically, he knew the man was a few stories higher than Grayson was now, but there was distortion in the distance and direction he sensed down here, with reflections from walls, and total absorption in a direct line to the source of the radiation at the surface. 
 
    When the crowd commands he sensed grew stronger, Grayson moved more cautiously towards the source. He walked softly, and stayed to the sides of the corridor, and ducked into locked storefront entrances while he checked ahead. Coming down here was probably part of Agent-X’s improvised escape route, and he’d have protected his back door. 
 
    Catching sight of the escalators that served the small subway entrance opposite the one where he entered, he saw a motionless figure, sitting on the floor behind a potted decoration, a large container of green looking artificial ferns that seemed out of place so close to the base of the escalators. It had been moved there by someone for their concealment. 
 
    It appeared to be a middle-aged woman, sitting cross-legged on the floor, with something laying across her lap. When Grayson studied the black object, not easy to identify in the dimmer emergency lights, he saw it extended beyond her knee. He suddenly recognized what it was. It matched the butt of the policeman’s rifle he carried.  
 
    She didn’t look very threatening, but a gun was a great equalizer. It might only be the sound of gunfire from her that would be Agent-X’s signal of someone approaching him from below. Grayson didn’t see any way to approach her without being seen, and if she was going to shoot at him, it might as well be his weapon that Agent-X heard.  
 
    He stayed on the left side as he moved towards her, which made better use of the potted decoration between them, and a shadowy gap between the dim emergency lights. She was slightly backlit by the waning sunlight that filtered down the escalator tunnel. After sunset would likely be when Agent-X would try to find a way out of Seoul. He may have originally planned on using a train before they shut off the power. 
 
    Movement on his right caught his eye as an old man, squatting in a recessed doorway, raised an assault rifle to his shoulder. Grayson dove to the floor as shots rang out, the slugs just passing over his prone body, and he sprayed the alcove with a half dozen rounds, knocking the old man back. The rifle flew out of the man's hands when the back of his head sprayed blood and brains on the door behind him. 
 
    Pivoting quickly on the floor, he could see the woman was now standing beside the false fern. Apparently, the movement of the old man had drawn her attention first because that’s where she was carelessly aiming. Holding the weapon only waist high, she turned towards Grayson. He fired off another half-dozen shots before she could pull her trigger, or perhaps she’d not released the safety. She fell back near the bottom of the motionless up escalator, the rifle sliding out of her hands. 
 
    There was no chance the loudly reverberating sounds of automatic rifle fire wouldn’t reach street level. The NK agent had been standing right at the top of the escalators. If he fled now at street level, surrounded by a few thousand puppets, Grayson would never get to him. It was doubtful Agent-X would make good on his escape on the surface, but that transmitter and helmet would go with him.  
 
    Watching for another ambusher, Grayson ran towards the escalators, hoping to catch a curious NK agent looking down the slope, trying to see if his puppets had protected his back door. He might have a brief window of opportunity to kill him, despite the distance. His plan changed as he ran, and he sensed Agent-X’s command. 
 
    Move to where I can see you at the bottom and turn your back to me. 
 
    It might prove suicidal, but Grayson stopped just past the dead woman and turned to face towards the dim lit corridor, holding the rifle horizontally across his body below his belt, arms hanging down. 
 
    He waited an agonizing few seconds for bullets to tear into his back, but as he hoped when he sensed the command, it was his obedience the Controller had wanted, not his life.  
 
    If there are people in silver suits down there, shoot them. 
 
    Grayson didn’t move. 
 
    Shoot anyone with you, or drop your rifle if you are alone. 
 
    The sound of the rifle striking the floor rang loudly in Grayson’s ears, and he glanced down, moving only his eyes, to see the open and dead eyes of the middle-aged woman he’d just killed. Then looked over at the crumpled old man he’d shot first. Guilt would come later, he knew, but hundreds, if not thousands of South Koreans may already have died as a result of this agent's callous actions. 
 
    Kick the rifle away, and sit on the steps. 
 
    Grayson’s foot sent the rifle sliding into the darkness, and he stepped back two paces to sit on the lowest risers where the steps began to elevate. 
 
    There were sounds of multiple feet descending from above, and he felt the vibrations through his butt. He’s sending puppets, he thought.  
 
    Then from well above and behind him, he heard someone speaking in Korean, and it seemed like a question. He stayed still. They repeated, with more words added, to which Grayson remained silent. Next, he learned who had spoken. 
 
    If you are not Korean, raise your left hand. 
 
    Grayson did. 
 
    There was a sudden shuffling of feet upslope before there was a more urgent seeming command. If you have another gun raise both hands. 
 
    Grayson was certain Agent-X had just placed a few more people between them, but he raised both hands over his head. 
 
    Make the gun safe and toss it behind you. 
 
    Grayson reached into his right jacket pocket and heard the sound of a rifle bolt sliding somewhere behind him. He was careful to move slowly but intended to follow the instructions to the letter. He held the weapon and made certain a loud click sound was heard, and then tossed the now safe pistol back over his head and heard it clatter on the metal steps. 
 
    He sensed a command not directed to himself. Get the gun and aim it at that man. 
 
    The sounds of a puppet’s feet pattered down the steps, and the scraping of their grabbing the pistol behind him told him they had recovered the weapon. Then he received another command directed to that puppet. If he turns around, shoot him. 
 
    This Compeller had never encountered a double Immune, or possibly any Immune. He didn’t know Grayson sensed directed commands intended for other people. A group command then ordered the other puppets with Agent-X to follow him down the steps. There seemed to be rather a lot of them. He was still using the maximum transmitter power, probably to reach his puppet slaves still up on the street. 
 
    A flashlight came on, the beam flashing around, presumably held by Agent-X. When the source of the beam reached Grayson at the base of the escalator, it illuminated part of the side of his face. His western features would be obvious. 
 
    Then he sensed a command directed to himself, that if obeyed should get him killed, and he was certain it was due to an oversight by the overstressed Agent-X. He hoped his ploy would work, and the gun the puppet held was the same one he’d made safe. He sent his thoughts to him, swallowed, stood up and turned around. 
 
    A uniformed police officer was holding Gorka’s gun steady on Grayson’s head, but he had a strange expression on his face. 
 
    Well, I ain’t dead, a relieved Grayson thought.  
 
    He’d feared the man might blow his head off when Grayson did what he was ordered to do. Agent-X had commanded the puppet cop to shoot him if he turned around. 
 
    Even with the NK agent a step behind the officer, looking over his puppet’s shoulder, the much taller Grayson was looking directly into the Controller’s eyes. The man was sweating profusely, despite the coolness of the season and the tunnels. The sweat probably reflected several hours of concentrated mental effort in controlling so many people for so many purposes, and from his fear of dying. 
 
    What Grayson did not see, were any other weapons aimed at him. He couldn’t see Agent-Xs hands, but he wasn’t pointing a rifle, one that he thought he’d heard a bullet chambered into a minute ago. 
 
    Are you American? Came the mental query. 
 
    Grayson brought his right hand up fast, tossing the object in his hand into Agent-X’s face, causing him to flinch back. He continued his arm motion to reach inside his jacket to his shoulder holster. Grasping his Glock, he started his draw even as he saw the police officer’s face as he understood what was happening. Grayson ignored that potential threat as he aimed his pistol at the face of the Controller over the shoulder of the cop. Agent-X, in his panic, had time for a single forceful group thought. 
 
    Freeze! 
 
    It was his final thought as the 9MM slug tore its way through the bridge of his nose, through his brain, and out the back of his skull. 
 
    Grayson heard a blast from Gorka’s gun close to his left ear, which both deafened and startled him badly. He had removed the gun’s magazine when he made it safe, and that was the object he’d thrown into Agent-X’s face. He’d not considered the possibility that Gorka had a round already chambered, that wasn’t in the magazine.  
 
    The police officer fired his single shot, just as the freeze command arrived. He wasn’t trying to shoot the American; he’d turned the gun towards his nemesis, thanks to Grayson’s mental command that momentarily made him Immune to Agent-X’s previous command, which was to shoot the stranger if he turned around.  
 
    The cop had intended to shoot Agent-X, but with his final effort, as he froze when the new command arrived from directly behind him, he squeezed the trigger. He barely missed the agent, but he’d made a heroic effort.  
 
    Grayson admired his guts, but while the freeze command held the puppets motionless, he snatched Gorka’s gun from his hand, picked up the discarded magazine, and slipped both into his right pocket.  
 
    Next, to save time, he grabbed the collar of the dead Controller and dragged his body off the escalator, the rifle the dead man had carried clattering down with him. Grayson was achingly tired, but he didn’t want to take the time to strip the corpse here. He didn’t know how long the freeze command would last, or what the people would do when freed from that command. He slung the small man’s body over his right shoulder, head down at his back, and walked as fast as he could the way he came.  
 
    When he crossed to the other side of the station on Level 1, he repeatedly called Mike’s name but received no reply, and his partner wasn’t waiting where they’d parted company. The dim emergency lights didn’t make it easier, but he spotted an open door of a shop that he’d not recalled being open as they passed by earlier. The shops had all seemed to have conducted an orderly close when power was cut. When he glanced inside and saw that it had a pharmacy section near the front, he noticed the broken lock on the glass door. Grayson walked inside, gun in his left hand, calling as he went.  
 
    When he walked around a counter, he found his partner sitting on a low stool, his pants off, his left foot bandaged, and several boxes opened with various pill bottles sitting on the countertop. He was deathly still, his eyes half opened. 
 
    Concerned, Grayson pressed two fingers under the man’s right jaw. The warmth was reassuring, but a freshly dead body wouldn’t have cooled very much so soon. He didn’t feel relieved until he felt the slow pulse. Shaking him didn’t rouse him, so it wasn’t exhausted sleep. He looked at what his partner had been doing. He was working on first-aid for himself, binding his broken foot, and was probably looking for over the counter painkillers, but couldn’t read Korean.  
 
    The cause of Mike’s condition suddenly dawned on him. The Controller’s last panicked command was freeze. Obviously, with the transmitter also down on Level 1, Mike was no longer shielded. 
 
    He sent a mental command to bestow temporary Immunity, and said it aloud, “Forget the freeze order. Wake up, you slacker.” 
 
    With a start, Gorka looked indignant and rapidly blinked to correct his dry eyes, which had been slightly open for the last ten minutes. “I’m not asleep, damn it. I needed to be able to…,” he trailed off as he looked up at what Grayson carried over his shoulder. 
 
    “Damn. Is that the agent?” 
 
    “No. My prom date turned me down, so I shot her.” 
 
    “Wise ass. Is he wearing the helmet and fanny pack?” 
 
    “Yep. Help me lay him out on the countertop, and we can search him.” 
 
    Gorka put on his pants and hobbled up onto his good leg and helped slide the dead man onto the counter, laying him face down due to the bulge of the black package at the small of his back, attached with a wide black leather belt around his waist.  
 
    “Hey,” Gorka pointed at the helmet. “You damaged it.” 
 
    The gory exit wound was under the helmet where it covered the base of the dead man’s skull, with a neater hole in the plastic than in the skull. The black wig that had covered the helmet in the stadium images, and helped hide the three short antennas, was gone. 
 
    “I had a gun aimed at my head, so I wasn’t too picky about the firing angle. Besides, he was trying to duck. Sue me for damages.” 
 
    “Shit. You better find me some wipes if I’m putting that bloody mess on my head.” 
 
    “Unless it can spread wider, it might not fit over your fat American head anyway.” 
 
    Gorka fingered a blood-covered hard object at the back of the black helmet. “I found where the cable screws onto a connector at the base of the helmet, where it comes out of his collar. It's a coax cable. Let’s disconnect that, and ease it off him to see what’s on the inside. I think you’re right. Without that frizzy wig over the top, it looks too small for me.” 
 
     As they worked the helmet free, they noticed metal studs protruding from the man’s shaved head. The flesh around them was red and puckered. The studs were embedded or perhaps screwed into the bone. With the helmet removed, there were three of the studs, which aligned with three socketed metal plates inside the helmet, below each antenna.  
 
    Grayson asked, “Did you find a power tool section in here?” 
 
    “I wasn’t looking for any. Why?”  
 
    “I’ll need to drill holes in your head for those electrodes.” The mischievous grin gave him away. 
 
    “Breaking my foot wasn’t enough? My nose might be broken too, and I have a split lip.” 
 
    “I had to stop you from charging those tanks with the rifle we were fighting over. At least you’re better off than this guy.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think. Those were Black Panthers, like our M-1 Abrams by the way. Where the crap is that that precious damned rifle I paid so dearly for you to keep?”  
 
    Grayson frowned. “I used it to kill an old man, and a woman, who puppet master here left as his watchdogs, carrying other police rifles. I tricked the overconfident prick into walking down the escalator to get close to me, by pretending I was under his control. He brought more human shields down with him. I think when the sun went down that he intended to use the tunnels to use for his escape, to emerge someplace in the dark. He ordered me to drop the rifle and kick it away before he came near me. I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    He reached under the back of the dead man's shirt and jacket to pull the cable out and coiled it on top of the transmitter and battery inside the fabric covered fanny pack. “We need to find something to carry this stuff. It’s obvious we can’t just slip that helmet onto your head and hope it works. They connected it to the poor bastard’s brain at three points.” 
 
    Gorka shuddered. “I wonder how many people they experimented on to perfect those connections?”  
 
    “They couldn’t have that many Compellers. They must have used normal people until they were sure they had the right places to insert electrodes. Then did it to him.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Gorka looked revolted. 
 
    “I guess it was pretty bad for him, and the ones they experimented with,” Grayson agreed. 
 
    “No. I meant what we need to do now.” 
 
    “Take the technology and try to get away, of course.” 
 
    Mike pointed at the shaved head with its screwed-in metal studs. “Part of the technology is inside that. We need it all.” 
 
    Grayson also looked revolted but shrugged. “When you’re right, you’re right. Now we do need to look for those tools. A saw perhaps.” 
 
    In the back of the shop was a small office space with a tiny sink and kitchen hot plate for the employees or owner, to save them from eating out. A large chopping knife and a steel mallet, with spiky points on one side of the head for tenderizing meat, served as their instruments of removal. They hammered on the back edge of the knife to force the blade down through the neck vertebrae. 
 
    They found a cloth shoulder tote bag hanging on a wall hook in the back, which when emptied of personal belongings, served to carry the electronics, wrapped in plastic bubble wrap they taped around one object, to avoid a leaky mess. 
 
    “How do we get back to Malfoy and Alice?” Gorka wondered. “I don’t relish walking, but I found a pair of crutches they sold in the pharmacy. Even extended they’re a bit short for me, but they’re better than nothing. I’ve heard street noises echoing down the escalator tunnel. Someone has noticed the missing Controller, and the injured people up there are calling for help. We probably can’t hope to blend in, even if civilians are walking around. Men in silver suits will be up there.” 
 
    “With power still off the trains are stopped, Mike. We can go down to Level 2 and walk the rail line to the next station. The one closer to where the chopper landed is the Seoul University stop. We can climb out there.” 
 
    “OK, let’s go. When we reach street level we can use our transceivers to ask them to come pick us up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trek proved to be less strenuous for Gorka than they anticipated. They weren’t the only refugees to flee to the depths when the warning spread that people at street level were starting to act like those at the stadium. Not everyone on the last train that stopped at the station before the power went off or the people in the shops went to the surface to fall under the sway of Agent-X.  
 
    The two Americans climbed down to the rails at the end of an empty and dark train, with their stolen new flashlights and entered the tunnel. They quickly attracted people that had been hiding. The first four men to approach them, calling out in Korean, must have thought they’d encountered the very devil they’d fled.  
 
    Gorka Compelled them to help carry him at double the speed he could make on his own, using the crutches crossed in an X as an improvised litter, with him sitting on them between the four men, his legs dangling. At the next station, also without power, he made them help him reach the surface, and then embedded a command to forget what they had been doing, and released them. That wouldn’t erase the memory of those in the tunnel that stayed away from the two strangers, but they couldn’t see them very well either, and the Americans avoided talking when near them, so they wouldn’t hear them speaking English. Now outside in the dark, Mike pulled out his transceiver and called on channel 12. 
 
    Malfoy answered quickly, and the handler surprised them when he said he’d pick them up with a car and drive them back to the helicopter. He’d known that an American registered aircraft, flying into the affected area in the dark, would attract unwanted attention, and he’d arranged for an embassy car to meet him at the chopper. This way, he could say they made an emergency landing when they observed the other multiple aircraft crashes.  
 
    On liftoff, the pilot told Air Traffic Control he was abandoning his earlier flight plan to travel over the affected area to the US Embassy and was returning to Osan Air Base. 
 
    Grayson refused an offer by Alice to hold the bag he carried when he climbed into the chopper. “This is what we came to get. I’m not letting it out of mine or Chipper’s hands. You’ll learn soon of how many innocent Koreans died because of what’s in this bag. I killed two of them myself to get the job done, and I’ll never feel good about that. However, the true perpetrator is dead, and I feel damn good about that. This bag needs to get back to Washington as soon as possible. On another B-1, or on the same one if it’s still here.” When he said he needed ice and a plastic cooler for the bag, he drew strange looks from the two handlers. Electronics didn’t need ice.  
 
    Grayson ignored their unasked questions. “We didn’t know if we could do this or not, so the B-1 may not have stayed. We need something fast to get back, if not.” 
 
    Alice answered since Malfoy had turned to speak to the pilot. “We checked. The aircraft was serviced and held for your return. I hope the crew got some sleep. You completed this mission much faster than we thought was possible. I’ll admit, I didn’t think you had a ghost of a chance to succeed. I have no idea how you pulled it off, in a strange city, not speaking the language, and one of you is half crippled. We heard of some of what went on from radio broadcasts because in a free society they can’t fully shut down the news media. There were drones from the news services that sent back images, briefly, before the damned police shot them down. I don’t know who ordered them to do that.” 
 
    “It was the North Korean agent that was in control of that action. You knew that was who we were after. He made it happen.” 
 
    That answer didn’t match what she and Malfoy understood about the stadium riot. “That doesn’t sound like simply making people act irrationally. That requires purposeful direction.” 
 
    Grayson shrugged. “Yes. It does seem that way.” 
 
    Malfoy heard the last exchange. “Are you just jerking our chains about this, making up shit?” 
 
    “Chipper and I aren’t authorized to discuss this with you, or anyone else in this country. Did you two simply make up your mission names, or did your parents name you Malfoy and Alice in Wonderland at birth? Perhaps we have restrictions on telling you the facts, just as the two of you have on what you tell us. I doubt what we know will remain entirely secret much longer, but the details won’t come from us. Watch the news here, listen to the witnesses when they get interviewed. Then decide if they were experiencing delusions and behaving irrationally for no reason. You’re smart, figure it out for yourselves.” 
 
    Despite being rebuffed, Malfoy looked at the bag and asked him, “Is that a mind control device?” 
 
    “No. Is your gun a murderer?” 
 
    “It can help me be a better murderer.” 
 
    “There you go.” Grayson smiled and changed the subject. “Will the B-1 flight crew be ready for us?” 
 
    Malfoy nodded. “Yes. I’d suggest you shower and change clothes for the long flight home. Banker is a bland sounding nickname, but the caked blood on the back of your jacket kind of spoils that image.” 
 
    “Thanks. We need a doctor to meet us.” 
 
    “Is that your blood on the jacket?” Alice asked him, with sudden concern. 
 
    “Nope. The doctor is for Chipper, anyway. Some clumsy ass stepped on his foot and bumped into his nose. Both of them may be broken or fractured.” 
 
    “Screw you, partner.” Chipper didn’t sound particularly angry, and he grinned. 
 
    “Charging a Black Panther tank with a rifle would have caused more than a few dings, friend.” 
 
    “Point made. Thanks.”  
 
    The remarks drew another of the strange looks from their handlers, but the remainder of the short trip to Osan had no conversation.  
 
    After a cleanup, a ready-to-eat meal, and a doctor’s brief ministrations for cuts, bruises, and pain meds for Gorka, neither man had any trouble sleeping on the B-1 flight home. Although Chipper managed to live up to his mission nickname. With his swollen nose, he mouth breathed, with hours of loud snoring.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: Control versus Compel 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles had been to Washington as a tourist once, as part of a school summer program for extra credit for a civics class when he was a senior. He didn’t give a shit about the extra credit since he made sure he always received good grades whether he studied or not. He was smart and enjoyed learning new things, although he was sometimes lazy. As that summer approached, he was bored with his mother’s questions about his unexplained sources of income. He’d make her forget, but when fresh influxes of cash arrived, it triggered new questions as if it was the first time it happened. 
 
    The Washington monuments impressed him back then, as did the memorials to famous and powerful men. He craved to be acknowledged as powerful and respected, although in his mind people being in fear of him was the same as respect. Becoming famous, with its attendant publicity didn’t suit his darker side. Someone would eventually notice the number of bodies that had some vague connection to his activities if he took on a more public life. He couldn’t Control all the people that would pry into his life, and expose his darker nature. He didn’t consider it dark himself, but experience told him other people did, and it was impossible to get rid of everyone that did. He fantasized about having the ability to control more people at greater distances, and he was closer than he knew, to realizing that fantasy. 
 
    When he arrived in Washington, he uncharacteristically paid off his limo driver as well as forcing him to forget who had hired him, and let him drive away. It was part of his new strategy of leaving less of a traceable footprint behind, such as bodies that could be used to trace his movements. He knew some mysterious government agency was looking for him and appeared to gain information from his Shields.  
 
    The new agency had apparently traced him via people that died in insurance frauds for which he received payoffs he didn’t think could be found. It was more than the agents seeming to understand what he could do mentally. Some of his Shields provided information he’d commanded they forget.  
 
    It was as if those looking for him could break through the mental barriers in the minds of his Shields. Embedded instructions that had worked for years against normal police interrogations, and deal-making tactics. That alone had convinced him that his ability wasn’t as unique as he’d long believed. Two or more of the agents that questioned his Shields had bypassed his mental commands and forced them to tell what they knew about Stiles or his business. 
 
    He remembered the man at the mall that he couldn’t control. That man didn’t make people get out of his way, or force them to attack the person threatening him, but he’d resisted Stiles strongest efforts to make him obey. His mind behaved differently than the minds of other people did. That suggested a very few people could control others just as he did, and there were some few people that he couldn’t control. It was this new information that tempered his more cautious approach to finding out who was responsible for ruining his expanding empire and had taken away his earnings. He wanted revenge, but not blind vengeance. 
 
    Even his new cautious approach was soon proven inadequate, even before he tried to track down the agency that had interfered with his lifestyle. He remained overconfident and wanted to do a tourist thing he’d missed doing as a teen. That lack of genuine caution, however, proved to be a boon to his longer-term goals. It happened because of his desire to rectify a disappointment of that field trip of years past. As a teen, he’d wanted to see the Senate or House of Representatives at work, the people that controlled the country. However, he discovered that his group of fifteen could not obtain tickets to enter the observation gallery around either chamber. Visiting alone this time, he easily could do what would have been difficult with his group. He intended to obtain someone else’s gallery ticket, and sit above the House members while they were in session. All he need do was mentally order someone to surrender their ticket to him.  
 
    He didn’t know who that would be until he saw a line of people in an outer corridor, preparing to present their gallery tickets. He spotted a man alone and mentally ordered him to step out of line for a drink of water and a visit to the bathroom. He ordered him to hand over his ticket, and forget he had one. It was a simple mental command process, and he sent the man off to do something else. He was leaving the Men’s room when he saw a dozen Capitol Police, and what to Stiles appeared to be two Secret Service agents, rushing up the stairs from the chamber floor level. He slipped his ticket into the trash, pretended to zip his fly, and went to the same water fountain he’d made the other man use. With hands on weapons, the police and agents went to the people in line, checking tickets and identification.  
 
    Stiles exit from the Men’s room helped him avoid the checks. Because he wasn’t standing in line with a ticket when they arrived, they ignored him. It was apparent they didn’t know who they were looking for anyway. He had a false ID with his real picture ready if asked, and he wasn’t about to project a false image, knowing multiple cameras had already seen him and likely could see him now. He considered it a credible assumption that it was his mental commands to obtain a ticket which had somehow initiated this hurried search. He had no way of knowing that the two presumed Secret Service agents were Immunes, a term he didn’t yet know. 
 
    There was one obstinate individual that persisted in asserting his constitutional right not to have to show his papers to some government Nazis. That was the primary reason they ignored so many of the people that offered no objections or appeared to be calm and cooperative. Stiles saw the two agents speak into their wrists, and they sent the uniformed officers to check on other more willing citizens while they talked to the angry individual. 
 
    In seconds, a small attractive black-haired woman, with a dark complexion, raced up the stairs and hurried to the two agents, who were listening to a steady string of abusive insults from the angry citizen. The woman, who flashed a gold badge that matched the badges flashed earlier by the two men in suits, looked at the recalcitrant man and said nothing. Suddenly the man calmed immediately and promptly produced his identification without another word. As did everyone else in line, including the people that had already had their identities checked. 
 
    Simultaneously, Stiles sensed a strange thought that he should relax and produce his identification. Nevertheless, he was certain the woman had not said anything, and he knew that thought he had just sensed wasn’t his own. He recalled his early years exploring his talent, making other kids tell him what they experienced when he made them do something. They described something like what he’s sensed here, but they insisted it was their thoughts. 
 
    It was his detecting another Controller’s commands that clinched his suspicion these other agents had also sensed his commands. He didn’t know the woman would consider herself a Compeller, not a Controller as he described himself because she had only one active copy of the double gene version Stiles carried.  
 
    Regardless, he realized he’d just sensed a group broadcast, the first he’d ever received. He knew it wasn’t his thoughts and the actions of the newly arrived woman reinforced that perception because it logically followed that she had issued the silent order as a group command. 
 
    The two men immediately grinned at her silent broadcast message and turned to tell the people they had already checked to please put their identification away. They then looked at the other ID’s the woman had forced to be displayed, and the woman herself handed back the stubborn man’s driver’s license without a comment from him.  
 
    It was obvious the two men knew it was the woman that had made the man produce his ID without a word spoken by her. One of them said, “Thanks, Dalia.” And she nodded. 
 
    Stiles suddenly felt a concern he’d never experienced. For the first time in his life, he was with three people that had some level of psych ability that was related to his, and it worried him. One, or all three of those people had detected his command to the man that surrendered his ticket to Stiles after they entered the Men’s room. That meant at least one of them was close enough to sense the thought Stiles had sent that man. They were obviously present to guard the minds of the members of the House and Senate.  
 
    Stiles had apparently just walked into the lion’s den of America’s psych defenders. He’d have to tread carefully, but he didn’t feel the need to leave Washington. If his ability was short range then so was theirs, so he wasn’t going to be at risk when he was over a hundred feet away. He studied their faces carefully to remember them, and made his way down to the main floor, to keep an eye on the staircase they had used.  
 
    He’d decided to follow one of them. The woman proved to be the first one available in a matter of minutes because after she forced the stubborn man to produce an ID, she left it up to the two men and the uniformed Capitol Police to finish their ID checks. Stiles followed her at a discrete distance.  
 
    He knew she was like him, able to make people do things, and he’d sensed what she’d sent as a group broadcast. The two men instantly reacted with their smiles, noticing what she’d done immediately, but they apparently couldn’t command people themselves or else they wouldn’t have needed her. Because they had sensed her command but didn’t obey, they were like the man he’d encountered at the Louisville mall. They sensed a Controller’s thought commands but didn’t obey them. They were essentially detectors, which made sense for them to be posted near House and Senate members if they were here to protect leaders from mind control by someone like Stiles. 
 
    I wonder which of us is the strongest? He asked himself, following the small woman. 
 
    Her mental commands didn’t seem very forceful to him. He was burning to know the answer, but he’d left his two guns in the rental car he’d obtained after he sent the limo driver home, knowing he couldn’t carry guns into government buildings. His car was in a parking garage, and he assumed this woman was armed. If he tested her ability to sense his commands, and she could resist and came after him, he needed to be armed and somewhere isolated, with the drop on her. 
 
    She used a security card to pass through a door to a corridor that Stiles couldn’t pass through. He watched the door for a time, and saw a uniformed officer exit, carrying a cup of coffee, a vending machine sandwich, and something for dessert. There was at least an employee break room back there, and it was almost two PM, so that could be the man’s lunch. Stiles followed the officer to see if he could follow him to an isolated location that was more than a hundred feet from the Capitol Building. 
 
    He was in luck. The man walked to a tree covered area along a paved path where he found a bench to share with an older woman, and he sat down to open his sandwich. It was far enough away from any building that Stiles felt he could conduct a test, then move away to observe if there was any activity after the fact. He moved behind the man by about eighty feet, behind another tree, and directed a specific command to him to fold up his sandwich in its wrapper, and set it down with his coffee and dessert snack on the bench, and take a short nap. 
 
    The officer did as commanded, his head slumped with his chin on his chest, and Stiles moved another hundred feet away. He watched for anyone official looking to hurry out of the Capitol building, looking for who had sent mental commands. After five minutes, he walked closer, and woke the man with a thought, and told him to resume eating. The woman had departed when the man fell asleep, so Stiles approached the bench and sat down in her spot. 
 
    Hi, friend. I guess you have to eat breakroom food today? He mentally asked. It’s late, why did you skip lunch? 
 
    As if he’d heard spoken questions the man said, “I missed my regular lunch break. Two of the BII spooks sent half of us on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    I’ve heard about them. Is one a pretty, dark-complexioned woman? What is their job? 
 
    “That must be Dalia Nadeer. She’s normally on call, not one of those that constantly wander around the edges of the chambers. They’re all BII agents, but I don't know what any of them do. She isn’t what some of us heard a couple of BII watchers call an Immune. We think the agents stationed inside the House and Senate chambers are what they call Immunes. None of us knows what that means.” 
 
    It was becoming clear to Stiles, however. The small woman could mentally control Susceptibles, and the Immunes couldn’t be controlled but knew when someone tried to control them or others. The two men that raced up the stairs, leading the uniformed officers, were immune to Control. Those agents attempted to keep their abilities secret, but imperfectly from the police officer, since the ones that worked around them knew they were spooky. 
 
    What does it mean to be a BII agent? Is like the FBI? 
 
    “They’re in a new organization, called the Bureau of International Intelligence. They weren't military trained, or government employees before joining the BII. In fact, they don’t have real police training. We joke about being more frightened than a suspect when they draw their guns.”  
 
    Do you know where Dalia lives, or when she leaves work today? 
 
    “No idea where any of them live. The BII agents aren’t permitted to socialize with us mere mortals. They park in the employee parking garages just like we do.” 
 
    “Where does she park?” 
 
    He pointed, and told him the name of the garage, and said she would probably finish her twelve-hour shift at six PM. He explained that the BII people put in long hours, and there weren’t very many of them. 
 
    Stiles obtained a few more trivial details, and then checked his watch. The man had been out here a half hour. He didn’t want anyone to come looking for him, so he directed him to forget the conversation, finish his coffee and to go back to work. Stiles needed to scout the indicated parking area and to plan his next moves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nadeer was tired, and except for the probable false alarm of a weakly detected Compel issued to someone to steal their gallery ticket, the twelve-hour shift represented another boring day. It was her turn to work a long shift after getting an interesting field trip to Louisville, and tracing a rogue mind control killer. Stiles was a murderous Compeller, and he was still wandering free.  
 
    No! He’s a Controller. She reminded herself. The first active double gene of that variation confirmed, and self-described that way. Then the team also verified the first double Immune found, in the person of Dan Grayson. Because of the absence of six agents from the Washington shift rotation, the other BII agents, particularly Immunes, had worked double shifts at times, so a twelve-hour shift wasn’t a bad day for her, by comparison, and the overtime money was good. 
 
    The uncertain mind control alert was most likely the result of boredom and tiredness by Jerome. Someone using Compel ability to steal a gallery ticket, which was free if arranged in advance with your congressional representative, was an unlikely thing for anyone to demand. The fragmentary thoughts were at Jerome’s seventy-foot range limit, and because he believed it involved ordering someone to surrender a gallery ticket, the two Immunes had raced up to the gallery level, calling for a contingent of uniformed police to go with them.  
 
    She had a six AM shift in the morning, for another thrilling twelve-hour day of on-call boredom. She’d have gladly given up the duty for the South Korean trip that Mike was assigned. He had no roots and was free to travel, but her work schedule had ended her most recent relationship with yet another boyfriend, who wanted more of her time than she could give. The new guy, Grayson, was the obvious best Immune choice because he was the only double Immune, and could sense direction and distance. She knew what their mission was, and was envious. 
 
    As she drove out of the employee garage, she had no reason to notice the ordinary looking silver car that pulled away from a curb and fell in behind her. She had removed her jacket and placed her gun and holster in the dash compartment and locked that. She intended to pick up Chinese food and go home and shower. Then she would eat while watching television news, hoping to learn more about the South Korean story.  
 
    She wondered if Grayson and Gorka had pulled off their long-shot mission to capture the psych ability amplifier if that’s what it proved to be. She was unaware they were already on their way back to Washington. 
 
    When she passed a small strip mall on her way home, she pulled in and parked, to visit the Happy Panda, her favorite place for Chinese take-out. It was a small family-owned business and had become one of the several frequent stops on her trips home, with too little time to spend shopping for ingredients and little inclination to cook for herself anyway.  
 
    She locked her car and walked towards the shop. A silver car pulling into another spot several rows away didn’t draw her attention. She knew the menu well and placed her order with the woman behind the counter, who smiled and recognized the repeat customer, although a language barrier prevented more than a perfunctory interaction, and the agent paid with a credit card. Nadeer, sat on a chair at one of four small tables to await her order, while another man sat at a second table, also waiting. 
 
    The woman behind the counter soon lifted a white bag of food onto the countertop and said something to the man, who stood to accept his order. He walked out the door, and suddenly turned around, walked back inside and picked up a couple of prepackaged condiment packages. Suddenly, he fished in his pocket for some change and dropped it in a tip jar. He smiled at the attractive small woman at the other table, said something to her, and left the little shop. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles, waiting outside the Happy Panda was looking through the shop’s front window, standing to the side. He had his semiautomatic out and held it to the left, just inside his open lightweight jacket in his right hand. It was about fifteen minutes after sunset, not fully dark yet, and not cool enough to require the casual sports coat he wore, but he needed concealment for the gun. 
 
    He knew the BII agent was unarmed, because she’d left her black jacket in her car, and her white blouse and slender black business pants had no room for concealing a gun, or the shoulder holster, which he knew she was wearing earlier. BII agents dressed much like the Secret Service protective details he’d seen, and she had been wearing an earpiece earlier but wasn’t now.  
 
    Unarmed, and in a small well-lit area, it was a safe time to test to see if she could sense his commands if he sent one to another Susceptible. She hadn’t responded along with the two BII agents who came on the run when they detected Stiles commands outside the House gallery, so apparently, she hadn’t detected him then, but the two men had, and they couldn’t send mental commands. Nevertheless, Stiles had sensed her commands to the stubborn citizen to produce his identification. If she reacted now, the store window wouldn’t protect her, and he knew she was unarmed. 
 
    He let the male customer walk out the door, and before the door swung shut, he sent, Go back inside. You need teriyaki sauce.  
 
    Stiles kept his eyes locked on the agent, and his grip on his gun tightened when she glanced back at the man catching the slowly closing door, as he returned to the counter. But she displayed no other reaction. There was one more command sent to his test Tool. Leave a small tip in the tip jar, and say hello to the other customer. 
 
    Stiles saw the man leave the change, turn, then spoke a single word as he left again, and the agent nodded and may have said something in return that wasn’t audible from outside. Other than that, she gave no sign she sensed the command Stiles directed specifically to the other customer. That was how he’d Controlled the ticket holder earlier. His next test would be to try to direct her. 
 
    In several minutes, the woman at the counter placed another white bag on the countertop and smiled at the BII agent, who stood to collect her order. She turned to leave and just as she reached the door, Stiles sent, Return, and tip her a dollar. 
 
    When she pulled out her wallet and went back to the tip jar, he knew he had her, and that he could Control her. He was positive he had the greater ability, but he took a precaution. 
 
    You should never force your thoughts on other people. It’s rude and unattractive. That made him chuckle. 
 
    When she walked out of the shop, he turned her in the wrong direction, towards his car, and he followed his obedient Tool, a gun always ready. He had a lot of questions, and he had nylon ties in his pocket to help secure her until he was positive he had everything he could pull out of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The landing awakened the two dreamers with a loud bump and reversed thrusters when the B-1 Lancer landed at Joint Base Andrews. The two crewmen had been directed specifically by their superiors to avoid any conversation with their passengers and to make no transmissions while within South Korea’s airspace, other than for Air Traffic Control.  
 
    The passengers were considerably less taciturn than the pilots if snoring was considered conversation, and there were occasions of crying out in his sleep for Mike Gorka. He’d moved his head side to side and clenched his fists as if fighting some assailant, but he never appeared to awaken.   
 
    Seeing they were awake after landing the pilot said, “Welcome back to Washington, gentlemen. We’re taxing to a hanger, and we’ll stay buttoned up again until they close the doors. Just like at Osan.  Can we do anything for you?” 
 
    “Already home?” Grayson felt disoriented. It hadn’t felt like enough time had passed, although the dry sour taste in his mouth, and a full bladder, convinced him otherwise. The last question finally registered in his mind. 
 
    He wanted to be polite, but answering nature’s call took precedence. “Just don’t block my way after we park. Captain, Lieutenant, my thanks for the great ride, and I hate to run and piss, but if I don't, I’ll piss then run.” 
 
    “Me too,” Gorka added. “We didn’t have time to purge before we were airborne, and I don't think we can take turns waiting to use your fancy little porta-potty.” Laughing, the pilot promised they’d get out of their way quickly.  
 
    Both Grayson and Gorka did a four-year old’s pee-pee dance as they waited for the cooler that held the head, helmet, and transmitter, to be handed down. They couldn’t leave that behind, but as soon as they held it between them, they raced towards the nearest bathroom. 
 
    Grayson, the only one that couldn’t be Controlled, kept the cooler with him as he entered his stall and nearly ripped off his jumpsuit. He vowed to fly commercial if he ever returned to South Korea, paying for the upgrade to first class himself if he did. He had finished when there was a rapping on his stall door, and he received a strange compliment for an adult sitting on a toilet. 
 
    “Good job Dan.” 
 
    The Boston accent was unmistakable. 
 
    Grayson felt all the stress he’d been under released in an instant, as he exploded with laughter. It was a full half-minute before he could say anything. 
 
    “Golly, boss, that’s great to hear.” And another peal of laughter followed. 
 
    The next question that came from Brogan sounded concerned and confused. “Are you OK Dan?”  
 
    Getting his emotions under control, Grayson said, “Sorry. I surely am fine. But the last time I heard those words while sitting on a toilet was when my Mom potty trained me. The tension of the last twenty-four hours made your comment sound funny as Hell.” 
 
     Brogan sounded flustered. “I meant the mission, of course. Not…, uh, I mean…,” Then he laughed too, and apologized. “That must have sounded ridiculous.  
 
    “I should have waited for you to come out, but I wanted to congratulate you and Mike on achieving what I thought was an impossible mission. The President issued the order to me personally, to send a team to Seoul to get that transmitter or he’d consider disbanding the BII. After all, the previous administration organized us in secret, and the man is obsessed with erasing anything done by them. He originally thought we were reading his mind on behalf of his opposition. That’s how the female North Korean agent got close enough to influence one of his decisions when he rejected our protection. He’s more appreciative of us now.” 
 
    “Well, give me a second Sir, and I’ll offer the President a proper salute.” 
 
    There was a rustle of clothing, the sound of a flush, and an announcement. “There! Mission accomplished, and I salute the man that made that happen.” 
 
    He opened the stall door and walked to a sink to wash his hands. 
 
    Brogan hastily admonished him. “Holly crap, man. Don’t joke like that in public. We’re only an executive order away from being abolished as it is. It was only his fear of being compelled again that keeps us in existence. He still refuses to believe it was a Russian agent that influenced him previously during the campaign. Now he’s convinced it was that dead North Korean woman all along, even though she wasn’t in the US at the time.”  
 
    “Really? I hadn't heard any of the backstories of how you formed the BII, and what you’ve done to protect our government before you recruited me. I heard you mention there had been an external influence on some of our government leaders, but not who or when that happened.” 
 
    “You won’t hear it either, from me. I was ordered not to discuss what happened, or how many times it happened with anyone, even though I was the Immune personally involved with the detection during the campaign.  
 
    “The BII is too important to our nation’s future to let some egotistical personal whim remove the only line of defense we have. Now we know the foreign threats have just increased exponentially. That knowledge is only thanks to what you and Mike learned. I hate that it was the North Koreans, but at least that plays into the president’s bias and strengthens our importance to him personally. He can’t tolerate the idea that some fat little dictator might turn his beloved generals against their Commander in Chief. Some of our handful of Compellers are in the capitols of hostile nations on counterintelligence missions.” 
 
    “Do unto them as they do unto us?” 
 
    “And do it first and better. Yes.” 
 
    They hadn’t heard yet from Mike, who was in a stall several doors away. The flush announced his readiness, and the door swung open. “Hi, boss.” 
 
    “Congratulations Mike. There can’t be any public recognition for what you and Dan accomplished, but those of us in the BII know what you two risked, and how improbable it was that you’d find that agent before the South Koreans did. Are you two sure he’s North Korean?” 
 
    “He did look Korean,” Mike acknowledged, “But we can’t say he was from the North. You can see for yourself in that cooler, but it’s probably his equipment that will tell us for certain if he was from the North. He had nothing in his pockets in the way of identification, and we didn’t think we had the time to take his clothing.” 
 
    Brogan looked puzzled. “What can I see for myself?” He looked at the ordinary blue and white cooler just inside the stall Grayson had occupied. 
 
    “We have his head. We couldn’t provide any details on the unsecured line.” 
 
    “Jesus. You couldn’t simply remove the helmet?” 
 
    Grayson said, “He has what we think are electrodes connected to studs drilled or screwed into his skull, leading to areas of his brain. Those studs fit into metal slots on the inside of the helmet. If the bullet I put through his brain didn’t damage them, perhaps you can find out where they placed the electrodes.” 
 
    “Damn. You did better than we knew because having the brain wired wasn’t something we even considered doing. Our scientists are sure that isn’t needed, but they may have been wrong. We need to get that to a laboratory, and the BII doesn’t have one up to the job. The CIA will have what we need for the electronic technology, but perhaps the FBI has the forensics for the head. I don't know, but I’ll elevate this to the National Security Council. We need answers right away, and very tight security. We aren’t just worried about foreign Compellers, either.” He looked pointedly at Grayson. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Stiles is in Washington, and he tried to get into the visitor’s gallery while the House of Representatives was in session. That happened yesterday afternoon before you started for home.” 
 
    “You caught him?” It was a hopeful question. 
 
    “No, and it wasn’t until later when we fed the security images into a facial recognition database with his face parameters included, that we identified him. He tried to influence another visitor to give him their gallery admission ticket, and Jerome Whitaker was barely close enough to sense the command. They missed him, and he was seen walking out of a bathroom and left the building, apparently aware of the disturbance he caused. He won’t make that mistake again, and we’ll get all the databases updated with his face, and place them all on continuous feeds for the Capitol building, Whitehouse grounds, and the Supreme Court.  
 
    “I’ll be talking to Jerome and the other Immune on duty in the House chamber yesterday, and to Dalia, who helped them with some indignant ticket holder that refused to show his ID. They may have seen more than they know, and I’ll let them see the recordings. Dalia was with us in Louisville, so she knows what Stiles looks like, which means she didn’t see him here or she’d have let the others know.” 
 
    Mike and Grayson shared meaningful looks, and Mike took the lead in responding.  
 
    “It isn’t a guarantee that Dalia didn’t see him, Sir. He’s a strong Controller. I can tell you first hand that someone with strong enough mind control signal can make a Compeller behave just like any normal person, or a Susceptible, the way Stiles describes them. I became just another puppet for that North Korean agent when he got too close to me with that transmitter. Dan here remained completely immune, but I would have used a rifle that I Compelled a uniformed officer to hand over, and I would have died charging a pair of tanks to protect the enemy agent. Dan saved my life. Stiles might have made Dalia ignore seeing him.” 
 
    Brogan shook his head. “She was with two Immunes the entire time. They would have sensed the attempt.” 
 
    Mike nodded his head, relieved to hear that. He was still feeling guilty that he’d let Grayson down in Seoul.  
 
    “Wait, though,” Brogan objected. “You say you weren’t simply distracted in Seoul; you were under his full control?” 
 
    “Yes, to the point of willing to risk almost certain suicide to do what he ordered me and dozens of others to do, in a group broadcast. Dan sensed what was happening and stopped me. Here’s another new twist, Dan can send his thoughts. Or at least he can cancel or block commands sent by a powerful Controller if he’s close enough to you. He did it to me and temporarily made me an Immune. I even knew where that damned agent was, and his thoughts were in my head, although I knew they were not my thoughts. It didn’t last long, but I could feel when it started to wear off, and I warned Dan to do whatever he did to me again, to restore my Immunity.”  
 
    Brogan looked at Grayson. “You have a suppressed Compel gene as do I. Do you think that became active?” 
 
    “Not if what Mike told me is accurate. He didn’t sense or understand any of the thoughts I sent; I was trying to order him to ignore the commands from Agent-X. I was right next to him, inches from his head, and Agent-X was about a hundred feet away. I think I may have outpowered his transmitter from short range, and the effect lasted for at least five minutes while the agent was still sending his signals. I appear to have projected my Immune ability to him. I don’t know if a single Immune can do that, or if a transmitter like the one in that cooler can make an Immune able to send a stronger effect than I can on my own.  
 
    “If it can do that, it may be an answer to protecting Compellers from what Mike experienced. I spent some time thinking about this as we worked our way out of the subway tunnels in Seoul. I wonder if I can make anyone temporarily immune, such as someone Stiles calls a Susceptible. If we can figure out that transmitter system, we may have a means to protect entire areas from the effects of a Compeller if an Immune used that transmitter. I’ll tell you right now, however. Nobody will drill holes in my head to hook me up.” 
 
    Brogan looked at him with obvious amusement, and told him, “Of course not, we aren't North Korea.” Then he changed to another subject. 
 
    “Sorry Dan, I know you’re tired, but until we get this cooler to a secure place, I want you to stay with it all the way. If that agent could make Mike obey, I can’t help but wonder if he could overwhelm even a single Immune like me. At high enough power, would even you succumb? Would a transmitter like that work from an aircraft, or from a satellite? This Goddammed technology will spread, just as soon as countries with Compellers learn about the events in South Korea. All of them will be working on duplicating that technology. If they realize we stole the equipment, someone that knows where BII agents are based might try to steal the equipment from us. I’m sending you to a Maryland lab we’ve used for studying mind control signals and its range.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles felt a rare pair of sensations, for him. Shock and amazement. “A psych transmitter? Are you shitting me?... No, of course, you can’t be lying. But really. A frigging third world country like North Korea invented one?” He sent a mental question. 
 
    Is the BII certain that’s what it is?  
 
    Dalia replied in a friendly tone, as she was inclined to maintain with her newest confidential best friend, a newly recruited BII agent named Bashar Haddad, who like her, was also of Arabic descent. He was a tall, dark, handsome man she’d bumped into outside her favorite take-out restaurant. Her car had a dead battery, and he gave her a ride home. It was remarkable to meet another BII agent that way, but he’d shown her his badge. Or so she believed. 
 
    Nodding, she answered, “It’s the most likely option. The North wants to disrupt the South, and there were high ranking government figures at the soccer game. Kim Jung-Un would never welcome any Compeller near him, so sending one on a suicide mission with such an amplifier is something that can’t be proven was conducted by the DPRK if the South killed him.” 
 
    They were sharing her order of Shrimp, mushrooms, and vegetables. He graciously fed her, considering her sprained wrists, suffered in a fall a short time ago. She didn’t recall what she’d fallen over, and the pain had diminished to a tightness from the swelling at each wrist. Bashar was such a gentleman. 
 
    Stiles checked the ties at her wrists to make sure they remained snugged to the arms of the sturdy table chair. Then he offered her another plump shrimp with a mushroom piece on the same fork. 
 
    A semblance of reality helped maintain the falsehoods he projected into her mind, along with whatever her fantasy male figure would be like, which she considered Stiles to be. She called him Bashar and had asked where his last name of Haddad originated. Stiles said he was second generation American, and his father had been born in Indianapolis. His Indiana Midwest accent would fit without explanation. It was best to limit the number of details that could tug at a Tool’s mind, to cause them to question their current belief system. It wouldn’t last, but it didn’t need to endure more than a couple of hours. 
 
    He had pulled many details about the BII out of her, and the technical abilities of the two basic types of agent, the Compellers and Immunes, with an added subclass recently encountered for each. A double Compeller, being called a Controller, and there was a double Immune. 
 
    When he learned the term Controller came from his notebooks, he was astounded. He had forgotten about those and had believed their hiding place was secure when he was a young teen. The revelation that he was the criminal the BII had gone to Louisville to find was no surprise, but hearing he was the only one with two active copies of this gene variant stoked his ego and explained to him how he was able to manipulate this Compeller so easily. She could compel people, but not Control them in the dominant manner he employed. 
 
    It was apparent that any Immune was resistant to his mind control, but there was one that had an unusual ability, also from Louisville. That man could sense details other Imuunes couldn’t detect and know who was sending the commands, and where they were. Stiles felt a chill. He was certain it had to be the man from the mall. He learned the man’s name was Daniel Grayson, and that he was now a new BII agent like the imaginary Bashar Haddad supposedly was. 
 
    Where is Grayson now? He didn’t want that Immune anywhere near him again. Dead would be best. 
 
    “He went to South Korea, to try to find the North Korean agent, and capture or kill him, and bring his device back to the United States. Another Compeller went with him. I wanted to go, but my boss picked a man. The damn glass ceiling, as usual, I think.” 
 
    That worried Stiles. Did they get the device? 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I probably won’t hear anything before they return to Andrews.” 
 
    He asked out loud this time. “Is that Andrews Air Force Base?” He remembered that base name from his long-ago high school trip.  
 
    “It was renamed Joint Base Andrews Naval Air Facility in 2011. The team flew out on a B-1 bomber, which they used for its speed.” 
 
    “What will the BII do with the device if it’s recovered?” 
 
    “I guess duplicate it. Make it more powerful; I don’t know.” 
 
    That prospect bothered Stiles. He had just learned he was the most powerful known Controller in America. This bitch or any of her fellow Compellers would exceed his ability with that artificial help. Unless he also had a psych amplifier. 
 
    “When will the team return?”  
 
    “As soon as they have the device, or if the South Koreans capture it first.” 
 
    He realized he needed to stake out Andrews. To discover if that mission was successful, or learn where he could acquire one of those transmitters. With his ability and a strong enough transmitter, he could control an entire city, or perhaps make a state his domain, if he could boost the signal strength enough. 
 
    “I have more questions, but I have somewhere to go. Let me get you some fruit for dessert. Would you like to eat a banana, Dalia?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    He walked behind her and paused to reach into his pocket, saying, “Let me peel it for you.” 
 
    Stepping back to the front, he used a knife to cut her left nylon tie, aware that she was right-handed, and that caution was still reasonable. 
 
    “Here’s a fresh banana, place it in your mouth, but don’t bite until I say to eat it, OK? It’s a bit of a naughty tease.” 
 
    She blushed, but answered, “OK.” 
 
    Handing her the spare revolver he’d carried in his pocket, he stood back and watched as she opened her pouty full lips, and placed the barrel on her lower teeth, looking at him with her large, trusting, dark eyes, a half smile on her lips. 
 
    “Eat it,” he said, mentally projecting what he expected her to do. 
 
    The loud click as the hammer fell surprised him. 
 
    “Damn, I didn’t think you’d squeeze the trigger.” He glanced at the bullets in his other hand, as he retrieved his revolver. 
 
     “Well, I hate to eat and run, but I need to drive over to Andrews. I should have trusted in my ability.” He drew his automatic and shot her between those beautiful dark eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson was at the Maryland lab, where he’d gone to provide escort and protection for the North Korean device. He was looking at X rays and MRI images of the head that he and Gorka had removed from the NK agent. They didn’t mean squat to him.  
 
    “Professor Dothan, if the North Koreans needed to insert leads into this poor slob’s brain to tap his mental commands, why do you say you won’t need to do that?” 
 
    “Agent Grayson, first of all, I’m a Neuroscientist, not a brain surgeon, so I wouldn’t be the one that drilled into anyone’s head to insert the leads. That would be yucky, and I hate yuck.” He laughed at his remark. 
 
    “Second of all, the North Koreans didn’t need to do that either. I think it was part of their intimidation of this helpless bastard, and a means to ensure he could never branch out on his own, or try to force his way back into the North to rescue his family or take revenge.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why not do it that way? They tapped his brain waves from directly inside his head, right?” 
 
    “Nope. They needed a way to kill him if necessary, and to destroy their device. You and Mike disconnected the antennas the second time after the cable was yanked out of its connector at the stadium. That probably prevented them from detonating the charges then, or when he was trying to escape from Seoul a day later.” 
 
    “Wait! What charges?” 
 
    “Whoever sent him, and we do think it was North Korea, never intended to risk his being captured alive, or to have that equipment recovered intact. He wasn’t supposed to get out of that stadium alive and in one piece. And not because of the good guys. You can bet there was a second agent or even two in the vicinity, certainly out of range of his mind control, with transmitters with enough range to send a coded signal that would blow his head open and detonate the explosives in his fanny pack.” 
 
    “Crap. I thought all that weight was the batteries and a transmitter.” 
 
    “Much of it was, but a pound or so of Semtex, an explosive similar to C4, doesn’t need much to create a powerful blast. They molded it around the transmitter-receiver in that fanny pack, with the detonator wired to the receiver side, which they linked to the antennas in his helmet. Linked, until the cable was ripped free from the screw-on connector on the fanny pack at the stadium. That accident probably saved his life, and he used his natural Compeller ability to make his escape.  
 
    “I’m almost sure he didn’t know his Dear Leader ordered his equipment rigged to explode because he repaired the cable so he could again broadcast his mental commands over a longer range. He hid out until the police found him, and then reconnected the coax cable to the fanny pack. Had he know that was also how his handlers intended to murder him, he’d never have connected it to the antennas again. We can see where he made the repairs to the coax connector. His potential executioners may have been trying to get close enough to him again to set off the charges, but you and Gorka got to him first. Good thing you disconnected the cable before you left the shelter of the subway tunnels.” 
 
    “Then why the leads into his brain if they weren’t there to pick up the mental signal?” 
 
    Dothan pointed to the three small dark smears at the ends of the wires on an X-Ray image. “There are small charges there. His head would have splattered along with his body. They probably told him he needed the helmet on his head to expand his range, so the police or army couldn’t get close enough to kill him. Therefore, he reconnected the remote destruction system when they flushed him out of hiding so that he could control thousands of people. The antennas on the helmet didn’t need to be physically placed on his head to destroy the transmitter and receiver. They were there to feed the self-destruct signal to the fanny pack. The sockets in the helmet provided an additional electrical circuit through the studs in his skull to the small explosives in his brain.  
 
    “The detonation signal from his handlers would have left the South Koreans with meat fragments and scraps of electronics. Bad luck ruined that plan at the stadium, and your arrival probably ruined a renewed backup plan when he reconnected the transceiver at a location miles from the stadium and a day later. The poor man needed the transmitter to try to escape, but he didn’t know that with it working, his handlers could kill him if they got close enough when his equipment was operational. I’ll bet the handlers were well on their way out of Seoul when they thought he was captured alive at the game. Agent-X surely knew what they looked like, where they had been staying, and who sent them to Seoul.” 
 
    Grayson wondered how close he came to dying with the agent he killed. “Being down in the subway may have given us extra time to strip the gear off his body if they tried to blow his ass and head off. I guess there’s no luck like dumb luck.” 
 
    Dothan smiled. “That helmet only had those three antennas so it could pick up the detonation signal from farther away. You don’t need any larger antenna for the local mind-control range he had than is built-in to your cell phone, which can reach a cell tower miles away. His set up had far less control range than that, and that must be by intentional design. They didn’t trust him to have greater range so that his handlers could stay close enough to blow him apart. For an unenhanced Compeller to influence a mind, the range is normally sixty to seventy feet for most Compellers, and for that man from Louisville it’s apparently a hundred to a hundred ten feet.” 
 
    “You mean Stiles.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s been seen in the Washington area, by the way.” 
 
    “Uh Oh. You need to watch for that man. He’s a wild card.” 
 
    “What range could you scale up a transmitter like the one we brought back?” 
 
    “First, we must examine the frequencies, and study their attenuation with atmospheric variables, but the overland range isn’t the thing that worries us so much.” 
 
    “What does worry you?” 
 
    “You’re a BII agent. Do you have your Iridium phone with you?” 
 
    “Just received one.” 
 
    “It will connect to a satellite in orbit about 485 miles high, which may not even be directly overhead. Your handset probably wouldn't reach another BII agent’s Iridium phone by a direct connection if you were thirty miles apart on the surface. But the Iridium satellite constellation can link you to any spot in the world. We worry about a device like the one you brought us providing a link to a low orbit satellite, and that satellite to another satellite, and then beaming a signal down over a city or a wider area, and controlling all the minds within its coverage.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Indeed. We haven’t teased out the precise signals a Compeller emits and filtered them for the ones needed to amplify and send a thought to someone’s mind. When we do it will overpower them, and they will believe it is their thoughts and would be strong enough to make them act on the command. The North Koreans seem to have had a crash program for this, and without any concern for human rights, experimented to find what worked. We need to make use of this immorally acquired technology if only to protect ourselves with the deterrent effect, but we’ll gain the means to mass control people in the process. The psych amplifier is dangerous technology, but Pandora’s box is open now, and the technology has been proven to work.” 
 
    “Did Superintendent Brogan brief you on what Gorka and I discovered about an Immune’s ability in Seoul? I wasn’t affected by Agent-X at all, but Gorka, when he was close to that transmitter, became just another member of the puppet army he controlled. I was able to break that control, for a short time, when I placed my head close to Mike’s and ordered him not to obey.” 
 
    “You’re a double Immune, and you have Compel ability too?” Dothan looked incredulous. 
 
    “No. I carry one copy of the Compel gene as recessive. Your facial expression was the same look I got from Brogan when I told him what I did, but Mike confirmed it for him. I apparently sent a command that allowed Mike to temporarily share my Immune ability, including my directionality and ranging of Agent-X when he was sending his thoughts. It didn’t last when the outside controlling thoughts continued or grew stronger.”  
 
    “Mr. Grayson, I was part of the research team that tested Immunes for their ability to send thoughts. We never detected any signal from an Immune.” 
 
    “Call me Dan, please. I don’t know if I sent my actual thoughts. It may be that I simply triggered an inherent Immune ability that is within Mike’s active Compel gene. Hell, here I am trying to explain an ability I didn’t know existed nine days ago to one of the people that discovered and studied what I have.” 
 
    “Dan, if there isn’t any modulation, perhaps we were looking for a signal on the carrier frequency, and when we didn’t see that, we assumed there was nothing sent. It may be that the carrier frequency an Immune sends is subtly different from that of a Compeller. We’ll test you again after we have the prize you brought to us made safe. The demolitions people have almost finished removing the plastic explosives, and verifying there were no other self-destruct circuits if we tamper with the electronics.”  
 
    When the demolition experts returned the purloined technology to the scientists, engineers, and the technicians, they placed the equipment in a Faraday shielded room, and remotely powered it up, then down, with Grayson confirming he sensed nothing from the outside.  
 
    The researchers approached the next test as being a bit dicier from their perspective, but it didn’t concern Grayson. Dothan asked, “Are you OK with being inside with the transmitter when we switch it on? We have it in the low power setting.” 
 
    “Professor, Agent-X had it at full power and tried to control me when he was less than three feet away. I sensed his mental commands, but it didn’t affect me. There’s no mind inside that helmet now.” 
 
    True to that prediction Grayson merely said he sensed a sort of faint hum when the helmet was radiating. The technicians and scientists were excited to report their signal monitors sensed a carrier frequency that had a jitter that might be the cause of the hum Grayson sensed. 
 
    Satisfied they had a functioning transmitter, which matched the base frequency range of previously tested Compellers, they no longer needed Grayson’s mental perception that the device worked. Now they would test the modulation circuits that isolated the mental commands of a Compeller’s mind, to overlay them on the carrier signal. They didn’t need actual thoughts for this at present. 
 
    It was while calibration tests for modulation were underway that Grayson participated in some monitored experiments where he sent his mental commands to a test volunteer to make them immune. It was a dry run because they hadn’t thought they would need a Compeller for their early testing. It wasn’t possible to be certain how Grayson’s mental effort would affect the mind of a Compeller, but the ordinary man he directed his thoughts at said he did sense a calming effect, but that could have been his imagination. 
 
    Grayson, at the urging of Dothan, called Brogan to see if he could assign two Compellers to come to the lab for testing Grayson’s ability to shield one of them from the other. There was bad news waiting before he could make his request. 
 
    “Dan, Dalia Nadeer was murdered in her apartment, apparently early this morning based on body temperature. When she didn’t respond to my cell call or her satellite phone, I sent someone to her apartment. She was found tied to a chair and shot in the head. You know she was a Compeller, right? What that implies?” 
 
    “That she couldn’t Compell the shooter. Do you think an Immune did it?” 
 
    “We accounted for every BII Immune last night, so it was an outside Immune.” 
 
    “Boss, you may be missing another possibility.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “She could have been compelled herself.” 
 
    “Encountering another psych transmitter so soon after you captured the first one is kind of a stretch, Dan. And if that’s true, it was done so selectively. Why reveal that secret for such a limited gain? The life of a single BII agent.” 
 
    “You told me yourself; Stiles is in Washington. Dalia became involved when he tried to gain access to the public gallery above the House of Representatives. He may have seen her there and wanted to learn more about people with abilities like his.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have a transmitter.” 
 
    “No, but he has double active compel genes. He’s a Controller, and much stronger than a Compeller. We know a strong enough mind control signal can control someone like Dalia because Agent-X controlled Mike. Don’t rule out that psychopath and what he may have learned from Dalia. If someone just wanted her dead, why tie her to a chair in her apartment overnight and then shoot her? The assailant could have shot her in the back of the head on the street, which would be safer for them. Stiles happens to be here, and he’s a remorseless killer.”  
 
    “I hear the detective in you speaking, Dan. You make sense. I’ll set the FBI to tracing her movements after she left work yesterday, with an emphasis to see if Stiles appears in her back trail in any surveillance images. If not, we may spot someone else following her.” 
 
    “If it was Stiles, he had all night to question her, Sir. What could he have made her tell him that we need to be ready to counter?” 
 
    “A lot. She knows every BII agent, where many of them live, our headquarters address, all our protocols for protecting government leaders, the Tin Man procedures to shield anyone, and she knew that you and Mike were sent to South Korea and why. Dalia wanted that assignment, but I picked Mike to go with you. She didn’t know your mission was successful because I didn’t tell anyone what you had acquired before you returned.” 
 
    “Sir, the fact that he came to Washinton, practically on the team’s heels after leaving Louisville, suggests a strong motive to me. We learned that he’s very vengeful, and he knows the BII took away his cash and bank accounts, his house and cars, his carefully built façade, and his respectable appearing lifestyle.  
 
    “Stiles is here to for revenge and to try to get back what you took from him. He may have arrived looking for you, Sir, even if he didn’t know your name. He came to find whoever was in charge of the BII. I can guarantee he knows who you are now. He has a personal grudge against you, me, the BII, and the federal government in general. He’ll now know who I am, and he may think I brought this all down on him because I’m from Louisville, and I was probably the first person to resist his ability. You and I or any BII agent might be his targets.” 
 
    “We don't know that he killed Dalia for certain, Dan. Other countries have people like us, and some of those governments are very hostile to the US. It could be someone like that.” 
 
     “Genetically, you said that he’s one in seventy-five million people, Sir. What are the odds of it being a foreign agent? He’s the only known Controller in North America; he is here in Washington and was present in the Capitol building when there was an incident where Dalia was involved. Can’t we plaster his face in the news, like was done in South Korea for Agent-X? We need to flush him out the way they did. Call him a Person of Interest in Dalia’s murder.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll ask the police and the FBI to do that for us. I don’t have the connections and authority to do it directly. You may have noticed that people, many even in the government, don’t know who in Hell we are, or recognize our badges and IDs. There are disadvantages to being a new and deliberately obscure agency.” 
 
    “I wonder how he’ll react when his face is in the news?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did those assholes connect me to that bitch’s death?”  
 
    He’d seen the news from his hotel room, but he wasn’t worried the desk clerk or anyone in the lobby would make the connection to him. He’d been using a false image projection, and not his usual grandiose “leading man” sort of mental image, to avoid attention or be remembered. To Susceptibles, when he checked in, he was a middle-aged, overweight man with acne scars, and he was using one of his multiple false identities with a driver’s license photo that matched his projected appearance. The picture and his mental image projection were that of the lawn maintenance man he’d hired, and whose driver’s license he now possessed. He even used a prepaid credit card in the false name. He figured using too much cash might draw attention if there were phone inquiries about guests that behaved secretively, and the credit card furnished no link to to the real him.  
 
    He had been making plans for tracking down what the BII would do with the transmitter device stolen from under South Korean noses. The BII agent knew who they sent, what the device looked like, and that it was a personal wearable device that greatly expanded the range and power of a Controller. Or, as he now knew the BII’s term for someone of lesser ability than his, a Compeller. He wanted the device, or just as good, the design for making one of his own.  
 
    Nadeer also told him where the BII would send the transmitter if it were successfully acquired. The BII used a government lab in nearby Maryland, just outside Baltimore, where research was done to study the abilities conferred by the two gene variations inherited by Compellers and Immunes, and now the first known Controller, Stiles himself. 
 
    Stiles learned that this laboratory had conducted a broad range of studies and research over the years on many subjects. DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, funded some of the work there. 
 
    Nadeer, who had undergone testing and training there, told him researchers in that complex had dealt with specific portions of subjects related to biological control systems, engineering biological controls for human-machine interfaces, and mind to computer communication and an interface system for performing that function.  
 
    One aspect of the latter work had originally been to link a pilot’s thoughts to his aircraft’s systems, or a tank commander linking their mind to their fighting vehicle's sensors and weapons. It was this aspect that led to the exploration of Compeller ability when discovered, and after the genetic source of the ability was found, the discovery of the Immune variation of that gene soon followed. 
 
    The BII, with presidential backing, had diverted some of those scientists to the higher priority research of the mental abilities of a very small, but an impactful portion of the human population, and how to defend against the mental control of ordinary citizens by those people able to perform mind control. 
 
    To discover if the device existed, and if it was in the hands of the United States, Stiles used his ability to slip through security checks at Andrews.  He learned where the B-1 that returned from Korea was parked. It wasn’t on a ramp, where he thought it would be, but he found the people he sought; the ground crew that serviced the B-1 and had witnessed who exited the aircraft inside the closed hangar. Those airmen said that two men, not part of the normal flight crew of a B-1, carried a plastic cooler which they delivered to a man who appeared to be their superior.  
 
    Stiles believed that man was probably the head of the small BII agency, someone named Brogan, and the cooler most likely held the North Korean mental amplifier.  
 
    One of the men with the cooler, according to information Nadeer provided, must be Grayson, the strong Immune the BII recruited in Lousiville. He was an insurance fraud investigator and a retired former police detective. Several of the people Stiles had murdered as part of his ending an investigation into his final insurance scams proved to be friends of  Grayson. That had motivated the man to draw attention to Stiles, and he’d reported him to the police. Later, he had identified him on mall surveillance recordings to the BII.  
 
    Stiles wanted Grayson dead. He assumed the feeling was mutual. 
 
    With his picture on the news in and around the District of Columbia, he’d have to be constantly on guard to hide his visual identity. With the electronic security around Washington and possible facial recognition software that saw past his mental projections, DC was risky for him. He needed to find some other way to get hold of information about the mental amplifier. 
 
    Nadeer had told him about the man’s now closed investigative agency, his former job with the police department, that he was married, and his daughter was in high school. He opened his laptop and connected to the hotel wi-fi, and started an online search for information. He wanted to know about the family Grayson had left behind, where they lived, and what they did. They could furnish some powerful leverage over Grayson if Stiles could locate them, and placed them under his control. 
 
    If he obtained the device or plans on how to build one, he wanted first-hand information of how the man had used it in Seoul. How did Grayson manage to take the device away from a person that could control thousands of people to protect himself? 
 
    He would make a trip to Baltimore, get the information he was after, then find transportation back to Louisville.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: Deadly Dealing 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom, did Dad travel to South Korea this past week by any chance?” 
 
    Barb looked at Stacy initially with surprise, then with a touch of curiosity at her question. She remembered how smart her daughter was, and how analytical she could be. Much like her father was.  
 
    Dan hadn’t told them where he was going, only that he’d be out of touch for possibly a week, and he couldn’t discuss it with them. Knowing the agency he now worked for, and what his ability was, she’d assumed his being unavailable was related to his being an unusually capable Immune, as Brogan had explained to them. She assumed he was undertaking the BII’s responsibility of protecting the nation’s leaders from Compellers working for hostile nations. 
 
    “What prompted you to ask me that, hon? Have you heard anything from your Dad or seen something in the news?” 
 
    “Nothing from Dad, but there was news of strange happenings in Seoul this week, and there were interviews with eyewitnesses. They described large-scale crowd activity that Stiles could cause with a smaller group of people like Dad said he did at the mall. People in Seoul behaved like they were mind controlled, and there was speculation that the events in a Seoul neighborhood were like what happened at a soccer stadium on the day Dad flew to Washington in a big rush. 
 
    “If there were mass mind control happening someplace, Dad’s ability would be useful. Although, I don’t know why South Korea would expect us to send our agents to help them or know if we had any Immunes in the first place if the BII’s work is that secret. I saw TV pictures that were taken from the air, of dozens of armed men in silver suits moving against a crazy crowd that attacked them barehanded, and then the people in the streets suddenly stopped acting crazy, and quit fighting them.”  
 
    “Did you say men in silver suits? I wonder why they wore those? Were there any fires set?” 
 
    “Not large ones that they showed on camera, although they reported several helicopters crashed or were shot down. There wasn’t any smoke on the street were the men in the shiny suits were, and they had guns. Firemen don’t carry rifles.” 
 
    “When your Dad calls, I’ll ask about what you saw. I’m sure he wasn’t there, but he might know if it was a type of mind control attack. That’s a scary thought if someone can effect that many people at one time.”  
 
    She fist bumped her daughter on the arm and grinned. “Average people like me will lose their free will, and only you jackass super duper Immunes will be our free thinkers.” 
 
    Turning the joke back on her mother, Stacy returned the arm bump with a smile and said, “Aww, Mom, don’t say you’re average. Dad says bragging like that means you’re hiding defects.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Barb answered, “How true. I took out student loans to become an underpaid teacher, married beneath my station when I picked a cop for his good looks, and I raised a disrespectful daughter.” She smiled warmly and tossed her daughter a set of car keys.  
 
    “I have an open house to show today, and I have a potential buyer. Take your Dad’s car. If you ding it, I’ll remind him and you of how you bragged to your father about being a good driver.” 
 
    Snagging the keys out of the air she looked delighted. “Thanks. Can I call Carl and tell him I’ll pick him up? No hanky panky, I promise.” 
 
    “Sure. I trust you kiddo, and almost as important, I trust Carl to be a gentleman. I’ll be holding open house until five thirty. I’ll pick up something for us to eat on my way home. Do you have practice today?” 
 
    “No. Mrs. Lacy said she had a teachers meeting after school and we’ll work on the new cheers tomorrow. Carl has football practice, though. Can I wait to drive him home?” 
 
    “Make him clean his cleats. Your Dad hates dirt on his floor mats.” 
 
    “Mom, he showers and changes after practice. I’ll probably be home before you are.” 
 
    She practically skipped out the door, seeming younger than eighteen, eager to drive her father’s 2015 red Dodge Charger SE. She much preferred her father’s muscle car over the “practical” five-year-old beige minivan her mother drove. It was good for carrying clients, and later for shared rides with the carpooling mothers of cheerleaders. Worse was the ten-year-old dark gray Camry her Dad kept after he bought the Dodge. He said he wanted to repaint it, do some repairs and perhaps let Stacy take it with her to college. She hoped not. 
 
    Forty minutes later, Barb was at the vacant home she had listed last week, baking cinnamon scented cookies to entice walk-in visitors, and placed photo brochures on the fold out table she brought describing the empty home’s features. It would be her second sale this month if her preapproved clients, expected shortly after noon, liked the property.  Her cell phone rang. It was Dan’s number, and she had her tease ready.  
 
    “Hi, hon. Have a nice trip to Korea?” She was fishing, to see if Stacy’s hunch was accurate. 
 
    His stammer gave him away. “How…, uh, who told you I was out of the country?” 
 
    Laughing, she said, “Stacy figured it out, based on your ability, how fast you were rushed off to Washington, and the simultaneous news stories coming out of Seoul. Anyway, we miss you, and I’m happy you’re OK.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you what I was doing for the last several days, but I’m happy to know I’m making a difference.” That furnished her no details or confirmation, but let her know he’d done something to serve his country and was pleased. 
 
    “Have you found a place to stay yet?” 
 
    “I’m using per diem to stay at a hotel, eat out, and rent a car. I have thirty days expense allowance for that I think, to find an apartment here. Then we also have a relocation allowance whenever we decide what we’ll do for long-term housing. I don’t want to sign an apartment lease now because I want you to have a say in where we live. Will we sell our house after Stacy heads for college, rent it out, or simply close it up for a time? Those are big decisions, and I’m sorry, but they’ll have to wait. I need to tell you something about Stiles.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It isn’t. Stiles is in Washington, or he was two days ago. He apparently arrived almost on my heels, but I don't believe he was following me specifically. I think it was the BII team he followed because he couldn’t know I’d signed on with them. I think he wanted to hit back at the government organization that found him out, confiscated his property and locked out his bank accounts.” 
 
    “What can he do to a federal agency?” 
 
    “He killed one of our agents.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Was it Mike?” He was the only agent she’d met, other than Superintendent Brogan. 
 
    “No. You didn’t meet Dalia, but she was a Compeller Brogan sent to Jeffersonville to track down people Stiles had used, whom he calls Tools and Shields. Here in Washington, he tried to use his ability to get into the Congressional visitor’s gallery without an advance ticket, unaware that the BII has Immunes posted there to sense when a Compeller mentally manipulates someone. We don’t know what he intended to do while watching the House of Representatives, but he avoided a security check after he made someone give him their ticket. He was spotted on surveillance cameras later after several agents went looking for whoever issued the mental commands.  
 
    “Dalia was the BII Compeller who was called to deal with a different annoyed citizen when two BII Immunes couldn’t get him to cooperate and show his identification. That man was merely opposed to having to show his ID after getting his ticket from his state representative. Stiles must have spotted Dalia when she Compelled the man to do what they asked him to do.  
 
    “That evening, Stiles followed her car when she pulled out of an employee parking garage, and he kidnapped her from a strip mall when she stopped to buy Chinese food. The police found her car in that parking lot, with her gun locked in the dash compartment. The silver car that followed her from work was seen parking near her apartment, where an ATM camera recorded a tall, thin man and a small woman getting out. She was found shot the next morning in her apartment, tied to a chair. A later ATM recording showed him leaving alone just before dawn, but the recordings of the driver are not good enough for a positive ID. 
 
    “However, it not only resembles Stiles, but it also has to be him. Only his stronger Control ability could make a Compeller like Dalia do what he wanted. It’s how he got her to go along with him as she did. We think he pulled information about the BII from her and then shot her.” 
 
    “Dan, do you think he’s after you now?” 
 
    “He probably got the names of most or all of the BII agents from Dalia, and what abilities they have. But he knows it’s extremely risky for him to stay here, where Immunes might sense his mind control, and where there is so much surveillance. We put his picture out as a person of interest in the murder. That was yesterday. We think he may have left the area.” 
 
    “Where would he go?” 
 
    “I think he’ll connect with the New York crime bosses who recently hired him. They’d help him, or he’d control them to make them help. It’s not a long drive from Washington, and he may need money unless he had some cash hidden away. We think he’s avoiding airports and the TSA’s monitor cameras. One possibility, more remote, is that he’ll return to an area he knows better, like Jeffersonville and Louisville, although he knows he’s wanted there. Stacy would be your best mental early warning system if he came near either of you. He knew he had arrest warrants there so he may stay away. Police protection from him is pointless for anyone. I can tell you for certain that for Stiles, any Susceptible possessing a gun will do whatever he wants them to do. Anything.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not home anyway, and Stacy is at school. I’m holding Open House for my newest listing, and the owners have moved out of state. Stacy and I can sleep here with our camping cots, and use the kitchen so long as we keep it clean. What do you think of that idea? No way to trace us to this address.” 
 
    “Not bad. It would add another degree of separation for a short time. We hope to get a line on Stiles whereabouts soon. I’d feel better if you avoided our house for several days.” 
 
    “OK. When I break for lunch, it’s a ten-minute drive to the house, and I’ll pick up some things. I can call Stacy and tell her where to meet me after school. She has your car today.” 
 
    “Oh, great. The Dad’s away, and the cats play. She’d better not dent that baby.”   
 
    “I thought she was your baby.” 
 
    “You and she both are. Until one of you bends my retirement gift, which I bought myself when I left the LMPD. That was the first new manly car I ever owned. The other new cars were Mom cars for the family, like your minivan.” 
 
    “I warned her to keep it clean.” 
 
    “Fine. Remind her again.” 
 
    After that, they talked about other matters, such as relocation in the Spring, and thoughts of Stiles faded into the background. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles drove the black, Cadillac XTS down the middle-class residential street. He was wearing the former driver’s overlarge uniform jacket, with the bill of his cap pulled down low on his forehead. It was unlikely many homes here had a video security system, but he would be passing businesses on other streets today, and their cameras might pick up the limo and driver. The real driver was in the trunk behind the luggage, including the one with all of Stiles ready cash. The driver had experienced a bloodless choking death since a mess could stain the car, luggage, or Stiles clothing. He would do a “clean up” of the body later, possibly with the help of a Tool he knew in Louisville. 
 
    He’d slept much of the way back from Washington, and after arrival, he’d had the driver stop in a secluded spot, remove his cap and jacket, and pull the suitcases out of the trunk. He then was made to climb into the trunk and sit up facing forward, handing his employer his necktie. That was his final service, as he slipped into unconsciousness as the tie grew too tight, saving Stiles the inconvenience of lifting his dead weight into the generously sized trunk.  
 
    He cruised towards the Grayson residence at shortly after nine AM. There was no car in the driveway, and the door of the two car garage was down. No one had answered the house line when he used the dead driver's cell phone. That was the only number Stiles had been able to find online. He knew Grayson was in Washington, and that he’d flown there on the C-17 that returned the BII team there. Their two newer cars could be in the garage, but he saw an old Camry on the side of the garage parked on patio pavers. He stopped in front of the home and tried a little test, mentally broadcasting to the house. 
 
    Check the mail. It came early. 
 
    Stiles stopped just beyond the brick column that enclosed the mailbox by the street and held a gun in his right hand as a back up to mind control. If anyone from the house responded, either the wife or daughter, they were going for a ride, although on a weekday the girl should be at school. 
 
    He hadn’t been very specific in his broadcast message, and an old man stepped out of the house next door to the left and walked to his mailbox. The man looked inside, then glanced up the street, apparently checking for the mail truck, and his eyes flickered briefly past the black sedan. 
 
    The street’s empty, check again this evening. 
 
    The man went back inside. There apparently wasn’t anybody home at the Grayson house. Stiles didn’t want to wait where he was, and for all he knew, Daniel Grayson had arranged for his family to join him in Washington. That would put a crimp in his developing plans. 
 
    He would find someone with the technical skills he needed to build what he wanted, a long distance transmitter for his Control ability. However, he needed to discover how Grayson managed to get the stolen transmitter away from the North Korean user. He’d force the man to talk to him, even if he had to shift his coercion to less immediate family members to get him to talk to him. 
 
    He’d come back to see if anyone returned to the house for lunch. In the meantime, he’d contact his former Tool and have him dispose of the body in the trunk. It was the sort of “cleanup” work he’d done for Stiles previously, at the meat processing plant. 
 
    Before leaving the Washington hotel, aside from digging for information about Grayson’s home life, he’d researched the events in Seoul over the last few days, based on what Nadeer told him. From the perspective of a Controller, it was obvious what had happened in Seoul but on a scale far greater than his hundred foot radius. Stiles had not always been able to force people to kill themselves when he ordered them to do that. It always required some subterfuge, like the eat a banana bit of mental misdirection. This Korean agent had sent people to leap in front of oncoming tanks, and others that charged machine guns with pistols and rifles. He wanted that level of signal strength. 
 
    Stiles knew he would not have crashed all the approaching helicopters either. One of those Apaches, with its pilot, would have been a great mode of transportation out of Seoul. The agent using that equipment used poor planning. Stiles often engaged in such fantasies of destruction and death, but he knew his goal of quietly making a lot of money here in Louisville would fail if he were to act in a manner that obvious. So much death and destruction remained only a fun mental exercise. Nevertheless, if he could have a transmitter built from the copy of design plans he’d acquired, Washington would discover what his imagination could conjure into reality. 
 
    After the trip to the meat packing company, he’d make another pass by the Grayson home at lunchtime, and then later that evening if needed. He wanted to capture Grayson’s wife and his daughter. He would find out which of them the man would most want to keep alive, and in one piece. Having a spare would expand the available options for extracting information from the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Carl, can you hurry up, please? I’d like to get home before my Mom does. She worked all day, and I can at least set the table.” 
 
    The tall, good-looking boy waved her direction but didn’t immediately break away from a group of three other young men. After another minute,  she honked, and he grimaced, but said his goodbyes and trotted towards the red Charger, opened the rear passenger door and tossed a gym bag on the floor, then slipped into the front passenger seat, and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Sorry Stacy, but you know I’m also lettering for track. I’m the anchor on the 4x400 relay, and it’s hard to focus on running during football season. I don't want to let those three guys down, and we need to schedule our practices together. You know I want my scholarship to be for track and field, but a football scholarship is my backup plan. I’m not getting a full ride like some smarty pants girls get, you know. My parents say I’ll probably need student loans.” 
 
     She was defensive. “My parents couldn’t afford my preferred schools either, at least not before last week. My Dad’s new job does pay better, but not that much better.” She couldn’t tell him how she had qualified for a full scholarship from the government. It was due to her brain alright, but not because of her IQ and grades. 
 
    “Did your Mom make her sale?” 
 
    “I guess not. Mom would have called me if she had. Her share of getting the listing and making the sale of that big house would be nearly ten thousand dollars combined, she told me. She only made forty-five hundred for another sale three weeks ago, splitting part of that with her company and another realtor. She’s never had two sales this close together, and this one would be all on her own. She got the listing and found the potential buyers.” 
 
    “See if you can convince her to buy you a nicer used car if the sale goes through.” 
 
    “Don’t like this Charger?”  
 
    “Love it. I want one. But your dad wants this one back, and he intends to stick you with that ten-year-old Camry if he gets it repaired. You told me he'd fly home to pick this car up soon, so he can get rid of a rental car in Washington. If you had a decent car that would start every time, we could see each other more often. My Dad says there’s no car in my immediate future, not before I go off to college. Your Mom’s an easier touch with your Dad out of town.”  
 
    Their banter continued as they drove towards Carl’s neighborhood, a few miles beyond her subdivision, when suddenly Stacy’s cell phone rang. It was from Preston Realty. She guessed who was calling. 
 
    “Hi, Mom. Did they sign the contract?” She guessed wrong. It was the company owner. 
 
    “Stacy, it’s Bob Preston. I’m trying to reach your mother. She missed her appointment with Mr. and Mrs. Benson at the Open House. They arrived at quarter after one, and the house was locked. They were a bit late, but waited thirty minutes and tried calling her and left a message on her cell phone. She never called them back. Have you spoken to her? She isn’t answering her cell or the house line.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Preston. I haven’t heard from her since I left this morning for school. She was going to hold the Open House and expected to see her clients. She was supposed to bring us something home for dinner after six, and it’s not quite six yet. I’m driving home from school now; I can stop by my house before I drop my boyfriend at his house.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks. The Benson’s like the house from the outside, so she needs to reschedule them for tomorrow morning. They’re also looking at another place, and she really wanted this sale. I just tried calling your father, but it went straight to his voicemail.”  
 
    “He’s out of town for a new Job, Mr. Preston.” 
 
    “She told me that, but I wondered if Dan had heard from her is all. You were the next number on her contact list.” 
 
    “Mr. Preston, I’m sure there’s good reason she missed the appointment. I’ll have her call you.” He thanked her, and they disconnected. 
 
    “Carl, if you don’t mind, I’m going to swing by my house for a minute, then take you home.” She took a turn towards a back entrance to her subdivision. 
 
    When she turned down her street, she was relieved to see the beige minivan sitting in their driveway. There was a black car parked across the street, facing her way. 
 
     Stacy turned into the driveway and stopped to the right side of the minivan, and before she could tap the button to kill the engine, she froze in stunned disbelief. She sensed a chilling command. 
 
    Meet your daughter in the driveway, take your gun with you. There’s a man in the car with her, and he is threatening Stacy. 
 
    She somehow knew the instruction came from almost behind her, a short distance away. A glance in the driver’s side rear-view mirror revealed the lighter splotch of a face peering through the tinted driver’s side window of the black sedan. 
 
    “Oh my God!”  
 
    “What?” Carl looked at her sharply, hearing the terror in her voice. 
 
    “There’s a man in the car behind us, and he just ordered my mother to meet us with her gun.” She quickly reached over to place her right hand on his cheek when he was about to look over his left shoulder. “Don’t look. He might figure out I know he’s there.” 
 
    “Uh…, how do you know that? I didn’t hear anyone say anything.” 
 
    “I just know.” She glanced towards the front door of the house. “Look, my Mom’s coming out. I know she has a gun with her, and she knows someone is with me. I don't know what to do. She thinks you’ll hurt me.” 
 
    “For crap sake Stacy, what are you talking about? Besides, it’s your Mom! She won’t hurt me. Why would she have a gun anyway? Your Dad would scare the bejabbers out of me, but not her.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the gun is for you. The man controlling her saw you with me. He might make her shoot you. What should I do? Oh God.” 
 
    Barb was walking along the curving walkway towards the two cars, a silvery object in her right hand, her arms swinging down at her side, an angry expression on her face. 
 
    Stacy’s mind was suddenly made up for her by a group message intended for her and Carl. 
 
    The two of you will get out of the Charger. Stacy, you must walk over to the black Cadillac behind you. The boy must wait for Mrs. Grayson. She has something to give him. 
 
    Carl immediately put his right hand on the door handle, and in a flash, Stacy knew what would happen if she let Carl and her mother follow the mental instructions. At least she knew what would happen to Carl.  
 
    “No, Carl!” She shouted. As her mother crossed in front of the minivan, her right hand was rising. Stacy thumbed the button on the side of the console-mounted shift lever and pulled it one notch back, into reverse. The doors auto-locked with a click. Ignoring her mother, Stacy focused on the dimly seen face behind the tinted window of the car across the street, as seen in her mirror. She slammed her foot down on the gas pedal, and the big engine of the Charger SE roared to life, torquing the rear wheels into a shrieking scream as the car surged in reverse, tires smoking. 
 
    As the car bounced hard over the swale at the end of the drive, Stacy turned the wheel a half turn to the left, swinging the front around to the right.  The rear end followed the line she struggled to hold, as the back of the accelerating car fishtailed slightly. The rear right corner of the Charger and its spoiler smashed into the driver’s door of the Cadillac, shattering the window, and the buckling door slammed into the driver, who struck his head, knocking him over in the seat and showering him with broken glass.  
 
    Stacy hit the brake, put the car in drive and stomped the gas briefly, as she lowered her window and stopped at the end of the drive. She shouted at her mother, whose expression had changed from anger to one of confusion.  
 
    “Mom, throw the gun away, you're mind controlled.” 
 
    “What?” She looked at her hand, which held her small purse-sized .32 nickel plated semiautomatic. 
 
    “I think Stiles is here; he wanted you to shoot Carl. Throw away the gun and get in the car with us. Hurry.” 
 
    Hearing the man’s name shook her out of her confusion, and she saw motion through the broken window of the black Cadillac. Memory returned. “Get out of here. He wants to use us against your father.” 
 
    Instead of throwing the gun away, she quickly leveled it at the Cadillac in a two-handed stance Dan had taught her. She pulled the trigger repeatedly and started blazing away at the broken window, some slugs hitting the side of the badly buckled door. 
 
    She shouted to her daughter, “Get out of here! He’d make me kill Carl, and he’d kill you too. Go, damn it!” It was hard to make out all her words with the sounds of gunfire mixed with them. Then the gun suddenly went silent. She was empty. 
 
    “Come with us,” Stacy implored. “He can’t control me.” 
 
    Her mother started running down the drive towards the Charger. There was no movement seen inside the Cadillac, but it wasn’t worth the risk to see what damage she’d done. Even if unarmed he was more dangerous than a rattlesnake if he was alive. Unlike a rattlesnake he had a gun, and mental control. 
 
    Stop moving! 
 
    Barb halted in her tracks just as she reached the street. 
 
    Stacy screamed, “Mom, get in the car!” 
 
    Two shots rang out, and Barb’s head twitched to the left, as her knees suddenly buckled, and she collapsed in a heap and rolled limply onto her right side, making no move to catch herself. 
 
    Stacy screamed a heartrending denial of what her eyes told her was true, “Noooo.” The word trailed off, just as another shot rang out, passing through the Charger’s rear window, ripping through the headrest near motionless Carl’s left ear and striking the windshield.  
 
    Stacy let off the brake and shoved down on the gas again. “Get down Carl.” The car’s tires squalled and smoked, sending the car surging forward as two more shots sounded, and Stacy ducked low, peering over the dashboard ahead.  
 
    Stop the damned car! 
 
    Stacy knew the command was directed specifically at her, but never for an instant did it seem like that it was her thought, as Brogan had explained ordinary people experienced. It required only seconds, and she was nearly out of range when a final broadcast thought was transmitted. 
 
    Stop the girl. Pull on the steering wheel. 
 
    Carl, suddenly roused from the earlier group command to Stop moving, reached towards the steering wheel. Stacy, forewarned by sensing the command, slapped Carl’s face backhanded and pushed his arm down with her forearm. “Stop it, Carl. Don’t listen.” 
 
    He recoiled and grabbed his lip where her hand struck and seemed to lose the glazed expression he held when he’d quit moving earlier. “Did you just hit me?” 
 
    “Yes. You were being controlled.” 
 
    “What the crap do you mean? Where’s your Mom?” 
 
    Suddenly breaking into tears, and slowing the breakneck acceleration before reaching the turn at the end of the street, she sobbed, “My mother’s dead. That bastard shot her when she protected me.” 
 
    Carl looked back, noting the bullet hole in the rear window, the ripped place on his headrest, and then the hole at the top of the windshield. Looking back down the street, he saw a man standing over what looked like a pile of clothing in the street. 
 
    “I don't understand. What just happened?” He suddenly was thrown to his right as the car braked hard, making a tire-squealing left turn at the end of the block. He’d released his seat belt when they had pulled into the driveway. It seemed like a good idea to buckle up again, because Stacy pressed hard on the gas, increasing the distance between them and whatever had happened back there. 
 
    Stacy slowed to a less breakneck pace and dialed 911 to report her mothers shooting, and made certain the dispatcher knew she and her mother were LMPD family. Told them that Dan Grayson, a retired detective, was her father and that Sheldon Parker Stiles, a wanted man, had shot her mother in front of their house. She explained he’d also shot at her and her boyfriend, and they were fleeing for their lives in a car with bullet holes in the windows.  
 
    She arranged to meet police units at a public location, while other units went to her house. It seemed pointless to warn them that Stiles was a mind controller. That would mark her as a crank, and they would go there no matter what she said. She didn’t think Stiles would stick around anyway since his damaged car still looked drivable. She described the black Cadillac and its smashed driver’s door. 
 
    Before the police arrived in front of the nearby grocery store, which she had named as the rendezvous point, she called her Dad’s Iridium phone number. He didn’t answer right away. 
 
    Stacy’s composure, cool while talking to the dispatcher, and then to the dispatcher’s supervisor, vanished in wracking sobs when her father finally answered. She couldn’t make herself understood and passed the phone to Carl, who was less than steady himself. He stumbled through what little he knew and what he’d heard Stacy say. When he said a man named Stiles had shot Mrs. Grayson, there was a groan, followed by a demand to speak to Stacy. 
 
    Her composure partly recovered, she struggled to tell her father what her mother had done to protect her and Carl, before being shot. She broke down again when she described how Stiles commanded her mother to stop moving, then heard two shots from Stiles. It took several tries before she could tell him how she saw her mother’s head jerk to the side before she dropped straight down, completely limp.  
 
    “He killed her Dad. He could have controlled her because her gun was empty. She was no longer a threat to him. He didn’t have to shoot her.” 
 
    Holding his emotions under control because his daughter needed that from him, he questioned her. “You said you called the dispatcher, are you in a safe place right now? Stiles can turn any officer against you. Stay alert if you sense another command. No matter what the officers say to you, run for it if you sense him again. He’ll have to be within a hundred feet. He might head for the sounds of sirens.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that. I’ll stay alert and be ready. I shut off the car, but I’ll restart the engine. Part of your rear bumper is hanging down where I backed into his car, smashing the driver’s door to disrupt his control of Mom, but the bumper is clear of the tire.” 
 
    “You said your Mom’s gun was empty? How many shots did you hear from her?” 
 
    “I’d say a full load; I didn’t count.” 
 
    “She’s a decent shot. She may have hit the bastard, which would make him angry.” The implication was that perhaps Stiles shot her out of a sense of revenge. 
 
    “Dad, while we were talking I could hear two patrol cars approaching. They’re turning into the parking area, and just shut off their sirens.  I need to wave them down and talk to them, OK?” 
 
    “OK. I’ll make calls at this end, and I’ll let the BII know where Stiles is now. I  plan to call Captain Franklin, my former boss. I may get into some deep shit for what I’ll say to him, but I’ll fill him in on how dangerous Stiles is, and why. All the cops there were my brother officers, they deserve a warning. I’ll be flying back as soon as I can arrange a flight. I’m glad you’re OK. You and your mother faced the most dangerous killer in America, and you defended each other. She must have been so proud of you, and I’m proud of you both. I love you, and I’ll call you back shortly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles was furious, frustrated, and bleeding heavily from a bullet in his left butt cheek,  bleeding more lightly from a grazing wound along his left bicep, and from a small cut on his left forehead. That bitch nearly killed him after her f-ing daughter rammed his door, causing his head to smack against the door frame. That blow to the head had briefly knocked him senseless, and he lost control of the mother. Had he not been knocked over to the side, he’d have been killed or more seriously wounded by the barrage of bullets that came his way. The one that hit him in the ass must have punched through the bashed-in door since he was below the shattered window. The heavy bleeding probably was from the tearing caused by a deformed slug.  
 
    He had made the woman a stationary target with his mind, and then stupidly fired twice at her while she was helpless. He’d needed her under his control and wanted the daughter if he could get her out of the car. Like her father, she seemed to ignore his mental control. She listened to her mother’s warning and drove away, despite his effort to kill or wound her. 
 
    Now he had neither of them to use, and his banged-up stolen Caddy would be easily recognized. Not that he couldn’t handle the police, but a radio report of his location would tighten the noose. He couldn’t escape them forever if they learned to keep their distance. He scrambled painfully out of his passenger door and rushed over to the woman in the street, kicking away the gun she’d dropped. There was a small amount of blood pooling on the pavement below the right side of her head. The sound of the Charger’s tires making the turn at the end of the street drew his attention. He was in no shape to try to chase the kid. He considered his next move, which dictated that he obtain medical treatment. 
 
    He glanced at his car, then looked at the minivan in the driveway. He’d taken control of her when he arrived near noon and saw her placing items in her car in a hurry. He walked up to look now and found her key in the ignition. He had a less noticeable vehicle if he took the minivan. He looked back at her limp form, and another clever idea struck him. Sitting gingerly, placing no pressure on his left butt cheek, he backed the minivan down to the street and slid the side door open.  
 
    He heard a man's voice yell at him. 
 
    “I called the police, you prick. My wife and I saw it all.” 
 
    It was the old man next door, who had come out to check his mail that morning. Perfect. It meshed with his new plan, and he didn’t intend to make him forget anything. It wasn’t as if the BII wouldn’t figure out who was here today, and he wanted this witness to tell them something. Instead of forcing him to forget anything, he added to his memory. 
 
    You saw me help her up, and she got into the car. 
 
    He still might have the leverage needed to get information from Grayson. Perhaps get him to a place where he could have someone blow his brains out. That would be nice to see. 
 
    As he placed his suitcases in the back of the minivan, he knew he’d need a lot more money for this project. He wanted to learn how Grayson managed to take that device away from its original user. He started driving towards Jeffersonville, where he had a known stable of former Tools he could use, and he’d have one of them dispose of this car. He knew where he could live unobtrusively, and how he could obtain more cash from his mob connections. He also had a shyster doctor there that was in his debt, and who had worked for him for years. 
 
    At some point in the next few days, he’d contact Grayson to get information from him, offering his wife’s return for his assistance. Somehow that Immune had managed to get through the screen of thousands of completely selfless acting protectors the North Korean agent had used. And he didn’t do it by using the tanks and helicopters that South Korea sent to kill the agent. Grayson somehow outwitted that super Controller and Stiles wanted to know how.  
 
    Stiles intended to find a greedy and ambitious enough electronic engineer to build his stolen design for a more powerful mind control amplifier device. He wanted to be able to hold onto any area that he claimed against men like Grayson when they came to kill him or take his territory away from him. He was ambitious and wanted to be able to start with the control of an area the size of a major city, with a transmitter system mobile enough to move around with him easily. After that, he’d use the productivity of those people to help him expand his territory with additional transmitters, and quickly have a strong enough signal to cover an entire country. The copies of information and plans he’d acquired outside of Baltimore described the technique of detecting the frequencies of a compeller’s mind, and of amplifying the brain’s output.  
 
    He’d located and Controlled an assistant to a Professor Dothan, and had ordered him to make copies of their neuroscience research, and of what they learned about the captured device, and how it worked. He obtained that information without the original documentation disappearing, and he didn’t harm the man he used. Then he ordered him to forget what he’d done. Unless another compeller tried to break that conditioning, there would be no way of knowing anyone had stolen their research. Without some reason to examine the assistant’s mind, the man he’d used wouldn’t be suspected. 
 
    He had carefully selected this particular assistant after sampling what a half dozen people at the lab knew of various projects. He picked a man that had recently transferred from another DARPA project to work on the Mind Control Defense project.  
 
    In a bit of serendipity, Stiles had acquired a promising bit of hardware from that other project. The man, Sanjay Passang, had previously worked on a  design for circuitry to allow a pilot to control their aircraft systems via mental commands. It had required the brain of the pilot to be mapped out first, but the system could reliably pick up cues from a known pattern of thoughts from a well-studied and mapped brain to perform specific tasks. Passang had access to several of the abandoned prototypes he’d help build, which were initially too bulky for use in the confines of a jet fighter’s cockpit, let alone inside a pilot’s flight helmet.  
 
    Stiles had no desire to be a pilot or to wear a damn clumsy helmet, but Passang was confident the system he’d designed could be modified to detect the stronger signals from a compeller’s rare brain organ within roughly fifty feet. Stiles had nearly double that range.  
 
    Passang delivered the components of one of the later and smaller prototypes to Stiles, and the man was certain they wouldn’t be needed or missed because improved miniaturized versions had already replaced the early designs. With hardware examples in his possession, and the data from the North Korean device, detailing which frequencies and modulation filters could be used to extract the essence of mind control thoughts, Stiles would seek someone with the technical capability to work on this project.  
 
    He’d pose as an entrepreneur and offer a handsome amount of money, a contract offering credit for the invention and the patent rights. Stiles would say he wanted to produce and market the equipment for medical use by the physically disabled and would share the profits. The supposed economic and humanitarian goal was to produce a compact medical system to aid paralyzed people, for use to mentally control machines and equipment, and communicating with other people. He’d implant the belief that it would be a huge financial success for them both.  
 
    Stiles had suckered thousands of people this way since he was a teen. It wasn’t hard when you got them to reveal what they wanted to achieve, and then he convinced them they were doing exactly that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Barb’s father and her sister met Grayson at the airport that evening. Stacy was with her grandmother at her aunt’s home. He’d known before he caught his flight that the responding officers reported they had not found his wife’s body in the street, where Stacy and Carl saw it lying. There was only a small puddle of blood, and Mr. Vardeman, their elderly neighbor, claimed he saw her helped into her minivan, which was then driven away by her assailant. That implied she was only wounded. Stiles was also wounded, based on blood he left on the seat of the car he abandoned. 
 
    He greeted Barb’s father and sister. “Hello, Dad, Jan. Anything new from the police?” He knew the LMPD was trying to locate the minivan, and they had been warned to stay at least a hundred fifty feet away if the driver was present. There wasn’t anything new to tell.  
 
    A man accompanying Grayson stood back as the family members talked and shared their worry and exchanged personal news. Grayson soon turned to introduce his companion.  
 
    “Dad, Jan, I’d like you to meet Mike Gorka. He’s the BII agent that Barb and Stacy met when Superintendent Brogan came with me to E-Town. Mike, this is Bill Sanders, Barb’s father, and her sister, Jan Mickelson.” They shook hands but didn’t ask why a coworker came with Dan. 
 
    Before they left the airport, Mike asked them to excuse him while he picked up a rental car he’d reserved. He had the GPS address of Jan’s house in case he was unable to follow them. Dan stayed with the family as Mike walked away. 
 
    Bill made an offer to Dan, “In case you didn’t know, the police held your car for the investigation. It has bullet holes in it and needs repairs anyway. You can borrow my car if you need one. I have Jan’s car to use if I have to run an errand.” 
 
    “Thanks, I knew they would hold my car. Mike and I will work part of our time here, looking for the shooter, who is a federal fugitive. Our agency is paying for a rental car. We’ll stay paired since we make a good team. I’m going to tell you something that will remain officially secret for two more days until a national announcement is made. You and Jan need to keep it to yourselves and immediate family until then, and I’ll tell Stacy. It’s for your safety. 
 
    “An official government announcement is coming to explain what Mike and I do for the BII. Not only us, but all of the BII agents, and it will reveal what happened in an incident in South Korea that was in the news. Because the full South Korean news story will be coming out in two days, the President will reveal what our government is doing to protect the United States from what happened in Korea.  
 
    “It may be hard to believe, but some very rare people can insert their thoughts into other people’s minds, and those people will act on those thoughts as if they reflected their beliefs. The sender of those thoughts can control people, particularly if the thought sender is strong enough. A powerful sender can make nearly anyone do what they want them to do.  
 
    “The man that came after Barb and Stacy is named Stiles, and he’s the most powerful thought controller in the US, if not the world. He’s a criminal and a very dangerous man. He was responsible for the murder of my three friends last month, and an untold number of other killings. I think he was trying to get to me and needed people I care about to use as leverage.” 
 
     “My God. Why you?” 
 
    “Because I have a double copy of a variation of a rare gene that also makes Stiles a Controller, as we call him, and it makes me immune to his ability. Some other rare people with single copies of the two types of gene are less powerful thought transmitters and are called Compellers. Those that have immunity from a single gene don’t have the same degree of ability that I do. That’s why I’m allowed to work on a shooting case that involves my wife. I have the greatest ability to find the man. 
 
    “I’m the strongest Immune of the dozen of us that became BII agents. We are resistant to any mental control and know when such control is used on other people. I’m the reason the BII identified Stiles. I helped expose his criminal empire, which the BII disrupted, and confiscated his money and property. That ability is the reason the BII recruited me so strongly and rushed me off to Washington. I can sense the thoughts that a Controller or Compeller sends to others, and unlike Immunes with a single gene copy, I can tell who and where the sender is.  
 
    “Stiles is the only known Controller, with a double dose of that gene variation. Most of the people with that gene have a single copy and are less powerful than he is, and are called Compellers. There are twenty-six identified Compellers in the US, and one criminal Controller, with nineteen of the Compellers now agents for the BII.  
 
    “The primary task of the BII is to protect our government’s leaders from being controlled by foreign Compellers that may have infiltrated our country. I suspect we may have some of our Compellers posted inside hostile nations.” 
 
    Bill asked, “Stacy told us she realized that man was there as soon as she reached the driveway, and that he intended to kidnap her and her mother. She didn’t explain how she knew that. ”  
 
    “Stacy inherited the same ability I have. She detected Stiles thoughts when he tried to control her, and when he did control her mother. Barb had been under his control and must have told him that Stacy would be home for dinner.  
 
    “Stacy is as immune to mind control as I am, but Barb was completely defenseless. Stiles sent her outside with a gun to kill Carl, who he didn’t need. He assumed he could also control Stacy. However, she saved herself and Carl by knowing what he was doing and where he was. She backed my car into his driver's door, causing him to lose his Control of Barb for a few moments. Barb reacted and shot at Stiles, but ran out of ammunition after wounding him. Stacy tried to rescue her mother, but Stiles regained control, shot Barb and fired at Stacy and Carl. I’m proud of that girl because she lingered, and nearly saved her mother. After he shot Barb, Stacy had to get away before Stiles took control of Carl or shot her.” 
 
    Bill put his hand to his forehead and seemed close to tears. Jan put an arm around his shoulder, and said, “If it weren't you telling us this, Dan, I’d think it was pure bull shit. But after all your years on the force, I’ve heard many of your matter-of-fact descriptions of some bizarre yet true police stories. You told this one like those stories, but it sounds like science fiction.” 
 
    “It does to me too, Jan. But the number of people with that knowledge is about to go global. There are very few people with Compeller ability, and fewer still with Control ability like Stiles has. Their range was always limited to what their natural organic ability could accomplish, which is a bit over a hundred feet for a Controller like Stiles, and about seventy feet for a Compeller with less power. 
 
    “Something that happened in South Korea this past week has blown the lid off the international secrecy that has hidden the knowledge of this ancient and rare genetic ability, which was only recently recognized by scientists. There was an enemy Compeller in Seoul with an electronic amplifier device that allowed him to transmit his controlling thoughts to tens of thousands people within a larger radius. Other countries will replicate that device for use by their Compellers, and increase their range and control power greatly. 
 
    “The average person would fall under the control of a Compeller and more easily of a Controller with such a device. With the power of that signal, millions of people might lose their free will, becoming puppets of the person controlling them. Not like a slave, who might revolt or try to escape, but a puppet, who wouldn’t even consider such options. They can be made loyal to their Controller by embedded thoughts that if repeated, can last for days, and can be reinforced as often as needed.” 
 
    Jan asked, “If only a dozen like you exist and were sent to Washington to protect our government, who’ll protect us? Even if you know who’s doing it, you can’t stop them from making people obey until you find and stop them, right?” 
 
    “True, but I participated in a prototype program for protecting more people earlier today. It’s why I was out of touch when Bob Preston called me looking for Barb, and then he called Stacy. Mike and I have experience in a technique I accidentally discovered, which has the potential to protect people from being controlled. That’s why he came along on a personal matter for me because this is an important idea. We can continue our experimenting while I’m here. We discovered that I could confer my Immune ability on a Compeller, like Mike, for a short time, and we want to see if I can do that for ordinary people. Don’t feel belittled, but we’re calling normal people Susceptibles because a Compeller or Controller can affect your thinking.” 
 
    Bill looked up as Mike walked towards them with a rental contract in his free hand, pulling his carry-on bag with the other. Speaking low he asked, “He’s someone that can control Jan and me?” He sounded apprehensive. 
 
    Grayson called out to his friend, “Mike, I just told them you’re a Compeller, after explaining what that means. I think they’re worried about you.”  
 
    He smiled. “Hell, Dan and I are both armed, but we don’t plan on shooting you. Our weapons made the flight crew relax and feel safer when our IDs revealed we were federal agents and had TSA approval to carry our weapons onboard. I’d hope you folks would feel safe with me since I’m a nice guy. President Obama once said people like me are national treasures.  
 
    “Hopefully, the current President feels that way about us too, although he seems to avoid Compellers, and he always wants an Immune nearby. He might not be as eager if he knew some Immunes better. The President never met Dan here, for example, an Immune who fractured my foot and busted my lip and nose just last week. Makes me wonder why I’m so comfortable with him, to tell the truth, even if he was saving my life.” 
 
    Grayson smiled. “There you go, guys. A rousing endorsement us if I ever heard one.” 
 
    Gorka grinned back. “Dan, I have the address you gave me on my phone for GPS use. I’ll pick up the rental, and I’ll meet you at Jan’s house, OK?”  
 
    “See you there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn it.” Stiles had to shift position as he drove. Even after he had the flattened bullet removed from his left butt cheek, it was difficult to sit behind the wheel for hours. The Goddamned donut shaped cushion the doctor gave him was for hemorrhoid sufferers, and he couldn’t sit comfortably with only his left buttock over the central hole.  
 
    Doctor Fallon, or “Doc” Fallon, was someone Stiles had used for years, to treat his most useful Shields and Tools, who sometimes got hurt in furthering Stiles early criminal enterprises. Some of those were Tools that occasionally received knife or gunshot wounds that would raise questions if treated in an emergency room. Some of Stiles’ referrals to Doc Fallon were disreputable people who couldn’t find a doctor that would do a fake examination and testify on their behalf for an insurance fraud.  
 
    Today was the first time Stiles had personally needed Fallon’s services, but he’d funded his walk-in clinic and once had used mind control to save the physician’s license to practice at a medical board hearing.  
 
    Stiles ensured confidentiality via a fresh infusion of cash and a reinforced embedded mental compulsion. The good doctor was eager to comply anyway, having direct knowledge of what happened to people that had displeased Stiles when he was younger. He was willing to render nearly any favor to a man he knew to have no conscience or limits, but paid well for what he wanted.  
 
    Arriving in what for Stiles was a bland appearing beige minivan, another man drove in behind him. The second man was someone Fallon recognized as one of the people Stiles had paid to generate bogus automobile insurance claims in the past, sometimes described as “swoop and squat” car wrecks. Fallon would certify the “victims” to have suffered back or neck injuries when someone rear-ended a car the con artist drove. It was an accident manufactured when the con man suddenly pulled in front of the “mark,” jamming on the brakes, causing the accident.  
 
    Stiles, as a teen, had engineered this scam many times, and he mind-controlled uninvolved eyewitnesses to testify on behalf of the con men and used the doctor’s phony reports to support the insurance claims. 
 
    Today, after everything in the minivan was unloaded into the back entrance of the clinic, the other man drove off in the bloodstained minivan, leaving his car and keys with Stiles. Fallon made certain that Stiles treatment was as painless as possible, perfectly aware of how unforgiving the older version of the ruthless former teen might be.  
 
    Before Stiles departed the clinic, he left careful instruction with Fallon, with more cash, and a promise of considerably more money later. He drove away in the “clean” but average looking car with valid registration.  
 
    The night before, Stiles had made arrangements with his underworld contacts in Chicago. He’d offered his unique services for several projects of their choice for more reasonable fees than for the contract award he’d produced. However, he asked them to conduct some unusual research for him, at least unusual for organized crime bosses. There were many high tech industries around the Windy City, and he knew there would be someone there he could find to work on his “humanitarian” project.  
 
    He’d asked them to find an Electronics Engineer with experience in Biomedical Technology or who had ever worked on a brain-computer interface (BCI). It was about a three hundred mile drive from Jeffersonville to Chicago, and he was eager to arrive, to begin work on the next phase of his evolution as a world-class Controller. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the week wore on and the LMPD and FBI found no trace of Barbara Grayson, her minivan, or of Parker Stiles, they reassigned resources to more productive and pressing investigations. That step wasn’t a surprise to Grayson, although it didn’t ease the pain he and the family felt. His years of experience on the force knew this would happen if they found no new leads after the first forty-eight hours, and the trail went cold.  
 
    It didn’t mean no one was looking or asking questions at all or had stopped checking out the occasional phone tips, but it was no longer the high priority it was in the first forty-eight hours after the disappearance. The unspoken official belief was that Stiles shot her, and she was likely dead. He’d taken her body to confuse the matter, and his past behavior didn’t  suggest the slightest trace of altruism in the casual murders he’d previously committed. 
 
    There was a reward of twenty thousand dollars put up by the BII for productive tips,  although with Stiles ability, anyone with direct knowledge was unlikely to remember anything, or they knew what their risk was if they crossed the man.  
 
    Grayson and Gorka didn’t spend their time waiting for information to arrive. They did what their abilities allowed that other investigators couldn’t match. For the most part, it was Gorka’s ability, but he needed Grayson’s knowledge of the local area, and an Immune to back him if Stiles suddenly appeared. Grayson believed that Stiles when wounded, fled to his well-known stomping grounds in and around Jeffersonville. They had a decade of old police files of people previously suspected of having worked for him as Shields or had committed crimes as his Tools.  
 
    The pair used Gorka’s Compeller ability to obtain information from those former suspects, to learn if they’d had recent contact with Stiles. Grayson would protect Gorka, as he had in Seoul. If Stiles had controlled Dalia, he could do the same to Mike, and Dan would know it instantly. 
 
    A secondary goal was to evaluate Grayson’s ability to project his Immune ability into the minds of Susceptibles when Gorka was compelling them in various fashions, either directly, or as a group. The former Tools were useful test subjects. They were people Stiles had manipulated for years and certainly had no psych capability. They also were not predisposed to be cooperative with government agents, making them a good test of their resistance to Compulsion.  
 
    The concept proved to be highly effective, but not as successful as with Gorka in Seoul. Grayson could induce Immunity to anyone, but not as well as Gorka experienced. Having the gene helped him with transferred Immunity. Susceptibles didn’t acquire directionality or range ability as he did. They simply remained unresponsive to him, aware he had tried to control them.  
 
    A Susceptible directly targeted by Grayson to ignore external thoughts continued to be immune to Gorka for at least ten minutes and resisted a weaker group broadcast for nearly double that time.  
 
    It was promising that an Immune, equipped with a transmitter might be able to counter the control of a sizable group of people. It would need repeating, but only if the Compeller sent fresh commands. 
 
    After twelve days, Brogan, in his daily briefing by Grayson and Gorka on their hunt for Stiles, and listening to their progress reports in establishing parameters for an Immune to protect ordinary people from being compelled, had to make a difficult decision. He wasn’t certain Grayson would comply. 
 
    “Dan, I think you and Mike have done all you can do there. Stiles seems to have left the area again. We have CIA reports of progress by other countries that are nearly as far along as we are in building working psych transmitters. Our newest versions function reliably, and they have up to several miles range using a ground-based portable version that someone can easily carry. We’re working on a signal repeater, or relay system, that we can mount on a small drone to gain altitude and extend the range to wherever we fly the drone.  
 
    “Before a foreign adversary can deploy someone to Washington with a device like ours, to produce a Seoul-like chaotic event for the entire area, I’d like to have our most powerful Immune here to operate our device to counter that potential threat. A single gene Immune is not as effective as you seem to be at blocking a strong control signal. No other Immune can impart your directionality and range capability to others. I know, because I’ve tried with my ability, with the signal at high power. We can’t amplify and broadcast an ability only you have.” 
 
    “Sir, Mike and I have discussed this subject between us. I appreciate your indulging me as long as you have. My family is important to me, and I want them protected, but my duty to serve and protect the country is also important. I have a proposal that can accomplish both. 
 
    “I’ve listened to you describe the progress with psych transmitters all this week. Can Stacy have one of them, to allow her to project her Immune ability to those around her when I leave for Washington? She can stay with her aunt, and drive my car to school. The police released my car, and I had it repaired. If she sensed Stiles nearby, she could protect anyone around her without the need to be within a hundred feet of them. As I need to be now.” 
 
    “She knows you can do that?” 
 
    “She’s the only other person we know who can do what I do, and was targeted by Stiles. I damn well told her how to project Immunity on friends and family to protect herself from someone Stiles can control. Her boyfriend Carl was briefly under his control, and he tried to wreck my car as she drove away.  
 
    “With Mike as the only Compeller here, we can’t test if he gains directionality ability to another Compeller when she projects Immunity to him. However, she makes anyone within a hundred feet around her immune from Mike, just like I can. I think she also imparts directionality to to him.  
 
    “Dan, I don't think I can talk the National Security Council into letting her have a transmitter. These are top secret.” 
 
    “Sir, it’s not much of a State secret if other countries are building them. You wanted her to work for the BII and offered her summer internships while in college. Swear her in now, and start her first internship. She’s old enough to join the damn army and be sworn in to defend her country. She may not even ask for pay, but don’t count on that. She’s as shrewd as her mother, who extorted school tuition for Stacy out of you.” 
 
    Brogan sounded amused. “I don't suppose you’d tip her off to ask me for money, would you?” 
 
    Pretending to consider the matter, Grayson said, “Well, I guess it isn’t nepotism if I’m not her supervisor. I’m giving her aunt money for her room and board now since she can’t stay alone. I might accidentally drop a hint.” 
 
    “Sure, accidentally.” Brogan chuckled. “It’s a good thing the BII just got a large new budget increase. We’re funding nationwide genetic screening to find more of us naturals, and we have several new genetic laboratories working on isolating the two versions of the genes, to learn how to insert them into people that don’t have them. We’re also looking at what triggers them to become active for those of us born with them as recessive.  
 
    “It nearly always happens during puberty, with hormones flowing, combined with some stressful event that may produce adrenaline. There must be a way to activate the recessive genes on command. Inserting the Immune version genes into people well past puberty would be pointless if we can’t activate them.” 
 
    “Sir, she’s at school now, but I’ll text her that you’ll call her after four if that’s OK with you. Please let me know as soon as you can if there will be a transmitter available for her if she gets sworn in. That’s also presupposing she agrees to do this. I think she will. What happened to her mother is bothering her a great deal. I’ve shown Stacy how to confer immunity on the people around her if she sensed an effort to mind control them. There’s more than a little guilt on my part that I didn’t explain it to her when I returned from Seoul.” 
 
    “Dan, I’ve kicked myself for the same thing. The Seoul trip was secret, but you sharing that aspect of your joint abilities would not have required you to tell her how you discovered it was possible.” 
 
    “For her, my trip was a pointless bit of secrecy anyway. She figured out I was in Korea by simply watching the international news coverage from Seoul, and the speculation there on how it was ended so suddenly, with Agent-X found dead, headless, and without his transmitter. Her being aware of Compeller ability and what she and I can do as Immunes, it seemed logical you would send me to find him when we rushed off to Washington so quickly, on the same day as the stadium riot.”  
 
    “She’s a smart girl. If we can learn how to activate your single Compeller gene and both of hers, she’ll become a Controller with great Immune ability. I wonder what that would be like? I guess I’m willing to pay to find out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within a week of arriving in Chicago, Stiles had interviewed five potentially qualified candidates that his Outfit crime connections had identified for him. With his ability, he forced out honest attitudes concerning altruism versus greed and ambition, and any willingness to work outside the boundaries of normal ethics. He wanted technical expertise, of course, but a willingness to skirt, or even violate the law, could make his control of the expert doing the electronics design easier to handle.  
 
    He found a young man who appeared to have the technical qualifications and education, and a need for money. He had been terminated by his former company, prosecuted and convicted of corporate espionage and theft. He had taken a design for an implantable device from his employer, which could report to the patient, and to a remote monitor site when an epileptic seizure was imminent or was in progress. He was the system designer but felt he had not received adequate compensation for his groundbreaking work. He offered the design, which was his company’s intellectual property, for sale to a competing company in another state. A more ethical company engineer reported the offer to his superiors, and the FBI helped arrange a sting operation.   
 
    At twenty-nine, the man was only a year older than Stiles and had spent eighteen months in jail, leaving him in financial ruin. With no employment opportunities in his chosen career field after his conviction, he owed his legal team money, and he had outstanding student loans. He was eager for professional level work, liked the pay he was offered and had very few qualms about skirting moral issues. 
 
    Arthur Stanton was the guy Stiles selected to build his Population Controller, as he secretly called the device. He thought it would be amusing if people thought PC meant Politically Correct. That would be when he described his technology project as helping “special people” to interact more fully with everyone around them. His definition of “special people” bore no resemblance to who they thought he referred. 
 
    Now he needed to lease a facility, hire the technicians and personnel Stanton said he would need. Stanton outlined the supplies and equipment he required to improve and modify the prototype device Stiles had acquired. It was to be a small operation, but not free of expense. 
 
    Stiles needed to acquire more cash since the six million dollars he had wouldn’t cover everything. Besides, he’d told the bosses of the Outfit he’d help them pull off a major no-risk heist if they helped him, with them retaining seventy-five percent of the proceeds, all in difficult to trace cash. 
 
    Between interviews of his five candidates over the previous three days for his project lead, Stiles visited the Federal Reserve Bank in Chicago, fleshing out his idea to get more cash. He used Mind Control to cut the time to meet with each person the previous contact suggested, and who then forgot the meeting had occurred. Now stiles had the delivery schedules, and routes for four armored trucks for an approaching single target date and he had access to get the codes used on that day to open their doors. He had the details of the multileveled heavy security traveling with every armored truck so that he could divert them when required. 
 
    He had visited several nearby warehouses to discover where he could obtain four forklifts and operators for them. He knew what capacity of commercial moving trucks he needed to carry away the booty and which types had low beds for fastest loading, and were the most accessible to the forklifts.  
 
    The cool thing about it all was that the innocent people executing the mechanics of the heist wouldn’t know any details of the robbery, who had orchestrated the event, nor who the final recipients of the stolen property were. Nor would their future financial records ever show they had shared in the robbery because they would not.  
 
    Investigators would only find fingerprints of the security personnel on the armored trucks, warehouse employees on forklifts, and innocent moving company truck drivers of the four getaway trucks. 
 
    Stiles would instruct the crews that transferred and initially handled the cash to forget the events, but they wouldn’t even see the people that came along later. This way BII Compellers couldn’t make them reveal what they never saw or knew.  
 
    The beauty of the plan was that all the key parts would come together at a central location on a tight schedule, and it would all happen within the range of Stiles mental Control, at the rear of the bank, by an underground loading dock. Even in disguise, he expected to be observed by security cameras, but it wasn’t as if he wouldn’t be the prime suspect in any case. Only a Controller of his ability could make it happen. All he needed to do was to have the getaway moving trucks, with forklifts and drivers inside them, prepositioned near the Federal Reserve Bank, then wait for each of the armored trucks to show up in the coordinated security sequence, following their tight schedule. The security supervisors at the bank would continuously report that everything was going per schedule, telling the escorts of each of the four armored trucks that all was well. 
 
    Once loaded with pallets of bundled and plastic wrapped cash in sizable cubes, the four semi trucks would move in convoy to an abandoned warehouse, where the same people would unload. They would then depart, with embedded commands to return to their normal jobs, and instructed to forget where they had gone and what they had done.  
 
    The Outfit would furnish eight vans, driven by eight hired local street gang members, waiting near the old warehouse. When Stiles called them, they would drive up to perform another shift of the cash, placing the loaded pallets into their smaller vehicles, by using hand operated pallet movers they would bring with them.  
 
    When finished, they would all take a break, where they would be “paid off” by Stiles, as they “ate bananas,” or waited in a freeze mode for him to shoot them. They were the expendable links between the Controlled and innocent crews, and the trusted drivers the organized crime bosses would furnish to accept delivery. 
 
    The Outfit’s drivers would show up, never seeing what they were to deliver, or any of the previous people involved. They would split into two convoys and travel to two different Lake Michigan ports, where the eight vanloads of money would start a casual journey out of the United States. Destined for offshore or South American banks experienced in money laundering for a healthy fee. 
 
    Today, Stiles was about to describe what he was proposing to several of the Outfit’s middle-ranking crime bosses, and tell them about the seventy-five percent share of the final profit they would receive. They had said their representatives that met him wouldn’t share their names with him today, although they knew his name. The previous intermediary used wasn’t someone they wanted to have involved in the operation Stiles had outlined to get them interested.  
 
    He wouldn’t tell them how he would acquire this large volume of cash, only from where. However, they were criminals, not idiots. They would grasp what he could do soon enough. He believed the existence of Mind Controllers was about to be publically revealed. It was a poorly suppressed subject of speculation by the South Korean news outlets already. 
 
    When he arrived at the large brownstone building on the fringe of a business district, two tough-looking front door guards greeted him by name and politely asked if they could pat him down. He smiled and agreed, and pointed to his left armpit where he had his gun. They took possession of that and explained they would return it when he left. He grinned as he wondered if they’d pat his head to check for his far more dangerous weapon. 
 
    They led him down a short hall to a spacious sitting room, announced him, and closed the double doors after he stepped through. There were three men seated in a cluster of four overstuffed chairs positioned close for intimate conversation, at the center of a large terracotta colored rug, which appeared to be of a Turkish design with an elaborate pattern. 
 
    None of them made a move to stand or introduce themselves, and the older looking paunchy man motioned to the empty chair. “Please join us Mr, Stiles. We’d like to hear more about your proposal.” 
 
    He strode confidently over and sat down, perfectly content to bypass any pretense of sociability, and promptly leaned forward to describe the windfall he was offering them. He wanted to convince them to accept and launder the sizable quantity of money he’d give them because it seemed to be the easiest way to obtain what he wanted in the shortest time.   
 
    He started with a question, “Gentlemen, do you know what happens to old money?” 
 
    They looked surprised, but one of the men, middle-aged, asked, “You don’t mean the money inherited by members of longtime wealthy families, do you?” 
 
    “No. I mean worn out money that banks collect and take out of circulation. Torn or stained bills or those simply worn and faded from years of use. They trade those bills in for new currency from the Treasury.” 
 
    The paunchy older Don said, “They destroy it. Shredded I think. All the banks gather it together to get replacement bills from the federal government. They do some of that here in Chicago, at the Federal Reserve Bank. They used to sell bags of shredded money to tourists.” 
 
    The third man, the youngest of the three by far, guessed where this might be leading and told Stiles brashly, “I don't know if the new replacement bills come from the Fed Bank in Chicago or not, but those new bills will have recorded and sequential serial numbers. Even if you can use magic to get hold of the millions in new bills, moving that much hot cash into circulation, even outside the US, is a bitch to do in large quantities. The cops and feds track down the sources when the new money appears on the street, and they eventually recover most of the cash when they catch the low-level pricks and offer them deals to turn in their bosses, and they move up the food chain that way.  
 
    “The feds always follow the chain of people that handled the easily identified bills to the original thieves, who they already suspect was involved in the first place. There are a limited number of crews that can pull off a job like that. Large heist’s need support and planning, and approval from the people like us that must agree to let them try, and we want our cut.  It’s been tried several times, in the US and other countries, and the thieves got caught. It’s complex and risky to steal the new cash, and it’s hard to sell it to the money laundering banks that must make back their investment. There are so many people involved in that sort of robbery and distribution that they always catch someone, and they make a deal and talk. It’s a piss poor risk.” 
 
    Stiles nodded. “That’s probably so. But that isn’t what I’m proposing. I don't need, or want your help in acquiring the cash I’m going to steal. I don't even need your approval, but hiding the source of my money could slow the progress of a project I want to fund. That’s where you come into play.  
 
    “What would be able to do with tons of cash if I presented you with that in an isolated warehouse? It will consist of a hundred forty-three million dollars in untraceable old money recently removed from circulation. It will inside eight large vans and ready for transport. This used cash will come from four armored trucks filled with US currency, stacked, plastic wrapped and placed on wooden pallets, different denominations on their separate pallets. It will have random serial numbers, printed over a period of many years. Just like what people spend and receive in change at a corner grocery store. 
 
    “Admittedly, unlike the corner grocery example, much of the cash will be in the form of faded fifties and hundreds. There will be other denominations as well, and every one of them is going to be a worn or damaged bill, having unrecorded serial numbers which makes them untraceable in bulk. Next week, a shipment of old bills will consist of a larger percentage than usual of large denominations old bills. Can you also handle the more common denominations? Such as ones, fives, tens and twenties? I doubt what is typically done to put stolen cash into circulation would be needed, because these are old and dirty bills, and as I said, there is no list of their serial numbers.” 
 
    “Where will you get that much old currency?” 
 
    “I know about a schedule of multiple deliveries, occurring all in one morning, of four armored trucks, each loaded with old bills and arriving at the Federal Reserve Bank here in Chicago for a mass shredding. They do this multiple times a year under tight security, although seldom do they have a delivery of this many trucks, with so much of the currency in larger denominations. My Washington source was asked to tell me when they learned a schedule like this occurred at any Federal Reserve Bank in the country. I wasn’t able to take advantage of two previous chances.  
 
    “That is the source of the old money I intend to steal and will deliver to an empty warehouse on the outskirts of the city, in an old industrial complex on the north side. After my delivery trucks and crews have departed, without them ever seeing anyone at the warehouse, you will send in a collection team with eight large vans you will furnish. I will direct those men to load the pallets into the vans using hand steered battery powered pallet movers that will ride in the back of the vans they drove there. Those crews, one man per van, will be people you hire, which I suggest you find among local gangs, and not use your people. Your more trusted people will come after the reloading, to drive the vans away, and neither they or the eight reloaders will ever see one another. There will be no direct connection between your drivers and those that handled the money before they arrived.  
 
    “From there, you can send the cash out of the country, or hide it away in this country. I don't care, since that part of the task is your problem to solve. Our deal is complete at that point, and I want you to pay me twenty-five percent of what you earn. I generously assume you will have certain expenses, such as the laundering fees, which you may choose to avoid.” 
 
    The older man objected. “Hold on, you want us to trust eight street gang members to simply show up with our vans and load up stacks of your stolen cash on pallets, and then they’ll just leave?” 
 
    “Who said they’ll leave? That was why I suggested you hire members of a street gang instead of low ranking men connected to your organization. I assumed you might not want that many of your lower ranking soldiers to turn up missing. I told you there would be a disconnect between those that handled the money first and those that received the cash. The eight van loaders will be the point of disconnect from your trusted drivers. The truck that delivers your drivers will be left behind for my use, to transport the eight reloaders away from that warehouse.” 
 
    The three men shared a brief look. Not one of shock, since for that much cash they’d have no qualms about the eight dead bodies. That was barely a single week’s death toll for violent Chicago street gangs recently. 
 
    The middle-aged man asked, “How are you going to get the money in the first place, and who will handle the eight van loaders when they finish their work?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business. I didn’t tell you how I managed that contract award last month, which I was hired to arrange, and you don't need to know how I’ll do this. You obtain the vans, and I’ll provide you what size and type are needed to hold all the pallets, and you must also hire the expendable van loaders and position them and their vans where I tell you to, with a cell phone number for me to reach the thug in charge.  
 
    “When the cash is ready for your people to drive away, I’ll call your drivers on another number you provide to me, and they can come arrive inside the truck I’ll need for the bodies, and they will promptly drive off with the vans loaded with the money. We will not meet. They don’t even need to know what’s inside the vans if that’s your preference, to increase security. For the style of the vehicles I’ve picked, they can’t see what’s locked in the rear of them from the front seat. I don't care what you tell them is inside.  
 
    “I won’t get paid by you until you inspect and confirm the contents. You can sell the money to offshore banks to put it back into circulation, or you can save that fee and distribute it yourself. I understand that you typically pay as much as a twenty-five percent laundering fee for stolen or other illegal money, even though this cash is much safer to move. I want twenty-five percent of that remaining seventy-five percent of the one hundred forty-three million dollars I’ll deliver. Let’s call it twenty-six million dollars, payable to an offshore account number I’ll furnish to you, due within two weeks of you taking possession of the goods. You will know by then that your share is worth over eighty-one million dollars. More if you distribute it yourself.  
 
    “I brought along copies of the Federal Reserve’s invoices for the expected contents of each of the four armored trucks.” He passed over four folded sheets to the older man.  
 
    “If you don’t trust the Feds to accurately count the money to be shredded, count the shit yourself, but do it fast. I expect prompt and full payment two weeks after I make the delivery, regardless.” 
 
    “You’re an arrogant and overconfident bastard ain’t ya?” That was from the youngest of the three middle management types sent to hear what Stiles had to offer. Perhaps he was still on the way up in the Outfit and felt the need to show his toughness to the others.  
 
    Stiles smirked and appeared to be considering. “Let’s see; I’m going to walk into the Federal Reserve, make them give me four truckloads of old cash and have it delivered to a warehouse without their massive security interfering. Then I’ll eliminate, all by myself, the eight punks you send to me with the vans I’ll have them load. Could your entire Outfit pull this heist off Frankie boy? Could you take care of the van drivers alone? I assume they’ll come armed, and will be distrustful of me. When they see those stacks of cash, I’d think they would want more money for their share. Perhaps all the money. Could you handle them alone? I doubt that.” 
 
    “Screw you, Stiles.” He suddenly stopped as he realized the tall skinny man had called him Frankie. 
 
    Stiles looked at the two older men. “Eddy, Charley, if you want to send him along as one of the eight van loaders, I’ll help you get rid of one of your dumber young lieutenants.”  
 
    Frankie, angry, started to rise when “Eddy” leaned forward and pushed him back into his seat. “Stay there, Frankie, and keep your hand out of your coat. Your old man would get pissed at me if I let you get yourself killed. Mr. Stiles here has a reputation back where he works. Using his skill is how I’m sure he learned our first names, and a lot more I’d imagine. You’d do well to learn more about the background of the people your Pop wants you to learn how to negotiate deals with. You need to recognize when there are nearly risk-free deals that can make us easy money. If Stiles can’t deliver the money, we haven’t lost shit. If he does deliver, we can make a shit load.” 
 
    Nodding to Stiles, he rendered the decision that was his to make all along. “We’ll be in touch with you about the vans and their loaders. I can see from the invoices the armored trucks will arrive forty minutes apart next Wednesday morning. Call me later today at the same number you used before with the description of the vans you want. I know a small, ambitious street gang that needs a big score to buy guns. Their leader was just shot down by a rival gang, and they want to buy better weapons to take revenge. They tried to buy assault rifles from an associate of ours but didn’t have the money. I think they’ll be your loaders. If not them, there are others.” 
 
    Eddy rose and shook hands with Stiles. The meeting was over and the deal made.   
 
    As Stiles walked out, he was already thinking about the property he was going to agree to lease tomorrow for the lab, and how he’d spend much of his remaining six million dollars over the next two and a half weeks, before his next cash influx. It was going to be an exciting couple of months. Stanton told him the device Stiles wanted should be ready for an initial test in under two months, because of the shortcut provided by the prototype device and plans he’d obtained from Sanjay Passang, at the DARPA lab. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Amplified Control 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a difficult four weeks for both Stacy and her father. Barb’s body had not been found, nor was there a report of a woman treated for a head wound at any nearby hospital. The same, however, was true for the known wound Stiles had suffered to his left butt cheek, based on blood smears in the car he left behind. With his mental ability, a doctor could treat him and be ordered to forget.  
 
    Two weeks previously there was an incident in Chicago that suggested Stiles might be there. There also were counter suggestions that organized crime was likely involved in the major theft from a Federal Reserve Bank, with extensive insider help. A local street gang was also rumored to have participated in some fashion after the robbery, in exchange for automatic weapons as their payment, but the eight gang members had reputedly vanished.  
 
    It was a confusing story, and the insider help involved so many people that it seemed unlikely that all of them had cooperated. Even the Armored truck drivers and guards, and the escorting security appeared to be complicit. There were unlikely outsiders involved, with no serious criminal pasts, such as warehouse forklift operators, and four moving company truck drivers who, per security recordings, had participated in transferring the large cubes of cash from four armored cars to their moving company trucks. It was a robbery that took just under three hours to complete in the very bowels of the Federal Reserve Bank building itself. The cash weighed tons and was transferred to low-clearance household style moving trucks using forklifts in that time span.  
 
    Authorities refused to reveal how much money was involved, but rumors claimed it well exceeded a hundred million dollars and was all but untraceable. News pundits and uninvolved former police officials speculated that the theft involved old cash removed from circulation, which was slated to be shredded.  
 
    Grayson knew Brogan believed Stiles was involved. It had happened soon after the official announcement by a White House Spokesperson that scientists had discovered a handful of people that bore a rare genetic mutation, which permitted them to exert short range mind control. For a WH that was so antagonistic to other scientific claims, such as Global Warming, species extinction, and GMO food benefits,  the story hadn’t  stirred the level of public concern expected, sounding like a political distraction from other stories plaguing the administration. The President was known for repeating conspiracy theories from the fringe.  
 
    On the same weekend as the robbery, North Korea renewed their threats to launch nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles at mainland US cities and conducted an internationally condemned missile test.  An intercontinental ballistic missile, minus an operational warhead, was launched high over Japan, for a re-entry and splashdown in the southern Pacific, two thousand miles south of Hawaii. The high arc, had it been flatter, suggested it could have had the range to reach as far as the US east coast, if that were it’s target. That renewed public concern and outrage diverted attention from the Mind Control story.  
 
    The public lost those details in the politically charged reporting over the threat of an implied nuclear first strike on Pyongyang, which the President implied might happen in a series of Tweets. The threat against the North Korean Capitol, accompanied by insults for Kim Jong-un in response to his belittling of the US president, hinted at such an attack via confusing Tweets by the predictably bellicose new leader of the Free World. He characteristically refused to clarify or retract his public pronouncements, and only offered conflicting Tweets on the subject within the same weekend. The worry over nuclear exchanges that could wipe out entire cities was of greater concern to the media and the public than mind control of people within a few block radius of one foreign city.   
 
    Then unexpectedly, there was a one-hour Seoul-like event that definitively demonstrated there was someone in Chicago with a mind control amplifier and transmitter. Because of the power that signal contained, the user could either be a Compeller or a Controller like Stiles, although Grayson’s bet was on the latter, because it was a mercenary use of mental control rather than an attempt to generate chaos, although some chaos resulted. 
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    Grayson and Gorka were the obvious go-to guys to rush to Chicago, along with two other Immunes, Orville Madison, and Ally Sheridan. Because Compellers were at risk, and only Grayson had demonstrated the capability to protect anyone against a strong mind control transmission, Mike would stay close to him. 
 
    Gorka was skeptical of their success in finding the individual responsible, whether it was Stiles or not. “This will be a wild goose chase. It’s obvious the hour was devoted to theft, and again not from stacks of new cash in bank vaults. We’ll never even know how much he took. By the time we learn where the cash went, that money will be gone, and it’s just as untraceable as the other heist. It frankly seems like a low profit, strange thing for him to do, compared to the previous bank robbery.” 
 
    The center of the affected area was roughly the Loop, the central business district of the downtown area, which included the commercial core, City Hall, and the Cook County Seat. It holds the Chicago Mercantile Exchange and many major corporations. However, it wasn’t the corporations or banks that got robbed. It was the personal funds in the pockets and pocketbooks of the people there, including the politicians, and employees of those corporations.  
 
    It was also money from small businesses, hotels, their guests, shoppers, and people on the street in the downtown area, who had emptied their registers and wallets. They marched to the street and tossed their money into plastic bins resting on the seats inside each of perhaps five hundred, of the nearly seven thousand Chicago taxis. Stiles had prepared for this a day earlier when he sent select drivers to collect three each of fifteen hundred plastic bins he’d made a  shipping company “donate.” The cabs roamed the downtown streets with open windows to collect the cash, only bills of tens and higher denominations, as the victims tossed the wads into the bins.  
 
    After about forty-five minutes, the taxis drove out of the city, all other traffic pulling to the sides of the roads for them, following their Pied Piper with the transmitter. The taxis had gone to an industrial area where everyone else had been ordered to vacate or to go to sleep. There, the drivers unloaded their cash-filled bins inside a long drive-through structure, open at each end, where other controlled people emptied the bins into several larger trucks, with thousands of loose bills found after the fact. Because everyone was forced to forget what they had done, and ordered to scatter, it was hours before the authorities discovered the now abandoned central collection station and the empty bins. 
 
    A careful analysis of the couple of hundred thousand people that were affected, and the boundaries of where the fringe of those under control existed, it revealed that the center of control was a mobile transmitter that was in the Loop district when it was activated. Surveillance cameras revealed an omni style antenna mounted next to the extendable dish antenna on a stolen television station van, which was left behind at the central collection point for the cash, minus the mind control transmitter and its associated antenna. 
 
    As the BII team investigated, in cooperation with local police and the FBI, Grayson reached a conclusion that wasn’t well received by the other investigative organizations. “This was too petty a use of this technology. I think it’s a deliberate distraction.” 
 
    The FBI Special Agent in Charge and the Superintendent of Police disagreed, and his opinion provoked outrage from the Mayor. 
 
    “Petty! Petty?” The mayor wasn’t having any of that from an investigator for a small Federal Bureau he’d never heard of before today.  
 
    “The son of a bitch stole tens of millions of dollars from the people that happened to be in the Loop. Some of it from my Goddamned pocket! That isn’t petty theft.” That embarrassing fact surely accounted for some of his vitriol. 
 
    Grayson calmly provided his reasoning. “Sir, none of us knows how much he took, but you just used an estimate of tens of millions of dollars. The Federal Reserve theft last month was over a hundred forty million, and I guarantee you the same individual did that job. He may not need this money, but he wanted to test his new transmitter, and to make a statement. He could take as much as he wanted with this new transmitter, and widen his control range over people. The money he gathered this morning needs to be sorted and counted, and it isn’t neatly stacked as the other cash was. It honestly must be a big mess for him to get sorted.  
 
    “I’m confident that forcing secret electronic money transfers of billions of dollars to various secret offshore and foreign accounts would be more profitable, and frankly easier for him to arrange, and then to move the funds. With this newly expanded capability, I don't believe it’s just money he wants. I think he craves power and control over all those around him.” 
 
    “Yeah? What makes you such a Goddamned expert?” 
 
    The mayor’s tone irritated Grayson. “The person that made this happen inherited a rare gene mutation that gave him an unusual mental ability. These three agents and I each have inherited a similar rare gene mujtation. That makes the four of us Goddamned experts, Mister Mayor.” 
 
    The mayor shut his mouth and looked a bit apprehensive, unaware that Grayson hadn’t told him of the two gene types, nor which benign version Grayson sported. The nods of the Police Chief and the special agent in charge of the Chicago FBI Office demonstrated they knew this. Brogan had contacted them before his team arrived. 
 
    “Mayor, the Bureau of International Intelligence agents are all people with mental abilities that are related to what was displayed here today. Except the person here has a transmitter that amplifies a natural ability to mentally control people, giving him a far greater range than his natural ability allows. Our team here consists of four BII agents of two types, and there are probably no more than sixty-five people in the entire US population with our abilities, divided evenly between two unique capabilities. A White House science advisory spokesman described this ability last month when they publicly announced our existence.  
 
    “It’s why we’re here, and why we have taken the lead in the effort to capture the criminal mind that perpetrated these thefts. Anyone else, including police officers and FBI agents, are subject to his complete control unless they wear one of the protective insulating suits we brought with us. There are two hundred of these lightweight foil coated suits, folded in the ten cases that came with us on our military transport. The suits will be shared among the investigative teams, as protection from the transmitted mind control commands the criminal used to make you, and all the thousands of people around you obey his orders. I will leave one with you if you wish, but it’s only useful if it is worn and fully sealed before he takes control of your mind. You can’t live inside these suits every day.” 
 
    “You’re one of these people who can mind control others aren’t you?” He sounded cautious.  
 
    “No, Sir. I have the Immune variation of the gene, which means a person with the controling gene version can’t control or compell me the way you were. Two of my fellow agents have the same gene. One of the agents with us has the Compeller gene, but that agent is subject to being controlled by a strong enough signal, unless he wears a foil suit, or employs a different method for resistance.” 
 
    “Which agent is that?” 
 
    “Sir, that isn’t something anyone outside of our team needs to know.”   
 
     His sour looking expression when he looked at the three agents across the room, calmly looking back at him with smiles, proved none of them now had the mayor’s complete trust. His vulnerability today had left him unsettled. 
 
    Grayson attempted to reassure him. “Sir, we’re the good guys. We carry guns, as do the police officers in your department, and I hope you trust them not to shoot you. We also protect the President and ranking members of Congress.” 
 
    “My officers can’t make me help rob banks or steal from individuals.” 
 
    There was no point in arguing the issue with someone that had just found it entirely reasonable to throw his money through the window of a taxi. As did his aides, and several commissioners, and his bodyguard, who all threw in their money. 
 
     The investigation into the second Chicago incident continued, but there was no trail leading directly to Stiles, or to an unknown new Compeller. Unlike the Seoul event, this one was not ignored by the press, and Brogan used his influence with the President and the National Security Council to keep his BII agents out of the limelight. There were no televised interviews allowed, or professional information shared, to maintain their public anonymity.  
 
    It was another frustrating week, with nothing to show for the time the BII invested in chasing a phantom killer they all felt was a personal matter as well as professional. They were confident that only Stiles had the capability, motive, and criminal contacts to have perpetrated either event. It wasn’t that they didn’t have evidence to prosecute him for crimes they knew he committed. With their extralegal protections to defend the nation, a BII agent could shoot him on sight and probably avoid any repercussions. But they needed to find him first. 
 
    They encountered the mafia code of silence, Omertà, which was fully in effect and enforced by The Commission that ruled the activities of both the New York and Chicago crime organizations. Not that it could resist Gorka’s compelling a mob member to tell them what they knew. The difficulty was in finding members placed high enough in the Outfit that might know if Stiles had worked with them. The middle management and reputed leader of the Outfit appeared to be aware of the capability of BII agents and had made certain they were out of communications with their underlings. Even if they found them and compelled one to answer questions, it was improbable they would know where Stiles was. They didn’t need to hear them confirm they had cooperated with Stiles. That was a given. They wanted the Controller, and the mobsters couldn’t produce him.  
 
    It hadn’t occurred to the BII agents that Stiles had established a biological engineering company to build the transmitter he’d just used. The Mob might have furnished information that touched on that subject because they’d helped him find his project lead. But you only asked the right questions when you knew the answers existed. Stiles had never been a builder or inventor; he was a user. But smart criminals can learn and evolve. This one was preparing to take his next step in his evolution. Susceptibles were about to meet the first of a new class of despots, with more to follow. 
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    When the Chicago team arrived back in Washington, dispirited at their lack of progress in finding Stiles, Brogan had less than wonderful news for from outside the United States. He briefed them on a secret report passed to him several days ago, which these four were the last of the BII agents to hear. 
 
    “Mike, Dan, Ally, and Orville, what I’m about to tell you is rated Top Secret for now, although the information is bound to leak from external sources at any time, just as the Korean story did. What we’ve learned sucks big time. 
 
    The Mossad, in their agreement with the US concerning our exchange program concerning psych abilities, has desperately requested our assistance. They only had a single person with the psych gene in their entire population, a Compeller. They received help when an American, an Immune from a Jewish family, agreed to immigrate to Israel last year, to help them protect the Prime Minister and the Knesset. He and the Compeller are their sole government protectors from psych threats. And you thought your schedules were tough.  
 
    “As their part in the exchange agreement, Israel agreed to provide us with their work on genetic research, and they have been making progress. That program is as large as their previous nuclear weapons development, which they still won’t acknowledge was successful.  
 
     “Anyway, they are surrounded by hostile nations and peoples, so they made genetic modification research a top priority, in case their enemies combined to send their psych agents against them. They advised us a few months ago they were successful in developing a rapid and accurate test for detecting the presence of either version of the gene, how many copies are present, and if they are recessive or active. It was their initial progress that gave us our genetic test system, but their device is now refined and reduced to a battery-powered handheld device, and it works in five minutes. They also claim they are on the verge of learning how to activate inactive genes.” 
 
    The four agents looked at one another in confusion. Dan voiced it first. “What the Hell sucks about any of this? If they intend to share the science with us, it sounds like great news.”  
 
    Brogan sighed. “I should have revised the order of things after I briefed the other agents. Patience, please. Wait for the mess to hit the fan.” 
 
    “OK, I guess we’ll wait for the splatter. I’ll practice holding my breath.” 
 
    “Thanks so much. Here it is. An Israeli agent working in Syria with the US-supported anti-ISIS rebel force, reported that a few small units of Iranian backed Syrian Shiite militias suddenly were decimating ISIS forces, slaughtering dozens of their fighters with small units. The ISIS fanatics, who are not exclusively motivated by religious beliefs, support Sunni sect groups and are supported by them in return, and Iran backs the Shiites and the Bashar al-Assad regime. The ISIS force was heavily armed and fighting from the rubble of a ravaged village. They fought hard, but they gradually ceased firing when a much smaller enemy unit fought their way to within a hundred feet. One ISIS fighter, wearing a suicide vest with a Deadman’s switch, earned his virgins when the overconfident militia unit overran them and wiped out everyone in their defensive position. One of the militia members shot him in the head as they walked past, allowing him to kill his killers when his vest exploded.  
 
    “The Israeli double agent had observed this from a safe distance, seeing how the ISIS fanatics simply remained crouched in place when the Shiite militia slaughtered them. He investigated the bodies of the Shiite force later when his group collected the functioning weapons and ammunition. It turned out there was an Iranian leading that ultra-effective Shiite militia unit. He had papers on him that identified him as a member of the Islamic Revolutionary Iranian Guard. 
 
    “On a hunch, the double agent secretly used a DNA tester he carried with him, testing all seven of the dead militia unit members, and the Iranian leader’s test proved he was a Compeller. Because there were ten such small Shiite units in that region, each of them mopping up larger ISIS positions in other towns and villages, it appears each unit contains an Iranian with Compeller ability. There are only about eighty million Iranians. There’s only one explanation for that many Compellers in the field in Syria, being used this way.” 
 
    “They created them with gene inserts,” Mike completed for Brogan. 
 
    Nodding in agreement, Grayson said, “I see why Israel wants our help. They must expect the same Iranian Compellers will infiltrate into their country next. Sectarian violence is one thing, but all the Islamic sects wish Israel were gone, and Iran has sworn to destroy them.” 
 
    Brogan pointed out the obvious. “The Iranians won’t need to build nukes to eliminate Israel if their Compellers can make the Israeli military do it for them.” 
 
    Orville asked, “Doesn’t the Israeli army have multiple layers of security as counter checks against a rogue nuclear launch?” 
 
    “I’m certain they do,” Brogan, shrugged. “But didn’t the Federal Reserve Bank have multiple security levels against a robbery in Chicago? Stiles bypassed them, working almost alone we think, by controlling dozens of people simultaneously.” 
 
    Orville, formerly a barber, considered only the most basic approach. “Can’t they dismantle the weapons so only an expert could reassemble them, and then lock the weapons down so no one can reach them without remote approval?” 
 
    “No. And think about that. What good would a rapid response US nuclear deterrent be if we did that? A massive first-strike by an enemy might mean a delayed response would never happen. Besides, that isn’t the only threat from multiple enemy Compellers inside a small country like Israel. They need to make their population immune. That’s where the US may be able to help.” 
 
    “Like how?” Grayson asked. “Did we suddenly make a genetic advance in the last week? Can we insert and activate the Immune gene in their people?” His skepticism was apparent. 
 
    “No,” Brogan acknowledged. “But we have matched the portable transmitter technology we saw used in Chicago, used by a Controller there since we’re sure it was Stiles.” 
 
    “How does that development help Israel make their people Immune?” 
 
    “A very pertinent question, Dan, from the first Immune to discover how to impart his ability to another person. Right, Mike?” 
 
    Gorka looked at Grayson with an eyebrow raised. “Stepped right into that steaming pile, didn’t you, Dan? I’ll bet I can guess how it helps them.” 
 
    “Oh, crap! Am I about to take a ride on a B-1 to Tel Aviv with a transmitter?” 
 
    Brogan rejected that idea outright. Almost. “Good heavens no, that would be too pricey. And Comfortable. Not when commercial Coach or Economy class is available at government rates, with their spacious seats and legroom.” He grinned wickedly.  
 
    Gorka patted him on the shoulder in mock sympathy, smiling. “No good deed goes unpunished, you know. My foot’s healed, and the nose hardly hurts at all. Hope you have a nice flight.” He was reminding Dan of his good deed in Seoul. 
 
    Grayson grumbled, “Save a guy’s life, and he holds it against you forever.” 
 
    Brogan, enjoying himself, said, “Mike, I’m so happy to hear about your foot. Just in time for more extensive travel. Dan could use a Compeller on that transmitter if he needs to make some bad guys follow the rules.” 
 
    Grayson patted Gorka’s shoulder in a turnabout gesture. “Better wipe your feet, pal, there’s something steamy on the bottoms. No good gloat goes unpunished either.” 
 
    Sighing, Gorka asked Brogan simply, “When?” 
 
    “Probably next week, or a few days more. Your presence there won’t be long term. The Israelis have identified several of their citizens with inactive copies of the genes, and they hope to activate their abilities. We’ll receive details of that procedure if it works, and the proper sequence for applying the medical procedures offered in exchange for Dan showing their Immune and Compeller what he does. You two will demonstrate the transmitter and give them the designs for building their own. I understand they are soliciting volunteers from the Jewish populations around the globe, as they conduct DNA tests for active or recessive genes. Israel shouldn't need us to loan them an Immune again, not if they receive volunteers from outside Israel. 
 
    “We plan to send them four man-portable transmitters, two for their psychs, one each for you two which you’ll leave behind when you return home, and several larger stationary units for wide area coverage over their major population centers. Our technicians have to assemble and test them all first, or at least test them within a shielded Faraday cage. Israel is where we’ll field test them. We hope to find out how many people become immune, how strongly, and how long Susceptibles remain immune. 
 
    “Despite what happened in Chicago, some of the over-cautious people on the NSC refuse to allow wide-area testing in this country, despite the obvious fact that Stiles just did it for us, but without any scientific monitoring and measurements, or tests of its effectiveness.” 
 
    He shook his head at bureaucratic shortsightedness, and the thick heads placed in positions of authority on the Security Council, for which some had no experience or aptitude. Appointed by a president that didn’t value science or sensible expert advice, nor have any prior governing experience. If their experience and ideas hadn’t made them billions of dollars in business profits, it was suspect. 
 
    “It’s shortsighted people who fought us every step of the way to even study the genetics of the psych gene, let alone of how to modify anyone’s genome to incorporate the ability. It isn’t as if we invented the damned gene in some GMO nightmare of theirs. It’s part of natural human genetics and has been for tens of thousands of years, seldom active, and never employed unless a Compeller took power in some region or country. They became either dictators and despots or enlightened charismatic leaders, depending on their innate sense of morality and honesty.” 
 
    “I guess we four go back on the schedule, protecting the government until next week?” Mike inquired. 
 
    “Orville and Ally will. You and Dan will slip in and out of the schedule as new transmitters need testing. That will be up at the DARPA lab outside Baltimore. Hector is in charge of the schedule this month, talk to him about where in the rotation you can fit. I’m headed back up the Hill, to try to get Congress to increase our budget again, to implement what we expect to learn from the Israelis and to build thousands of Mind Control transmitters. I wish DARPA had named them Immune Projectors or something positive sounding. It would be the Same damn device, but the name they used sounds too intimidating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The call from Stacy came just before dawn. She sounded on the verge of panic.  
 
    “Dad he’s back.” 
 
    Grayson knew exactly who she meant. “Do you have my gun?” He’d left her his Springfield Armory XD-E 9MM, the compact pistol he’d carried in an ankle holster as a personal backup weapon when he was on the force. Because she was over 18, Kentucky law allowed her to possess the firearm without a permit, but she had to be 21 to apply for a concealed carry license. Open carry of a handgun was allowed outside of areas that were restricted, such as many businesses, courthouses, airports, and her school of course. It was early morning, so she was still at her Aunt Jan’s house.  
 
    “Yes, I have it with me, but we’re not under imminent threat. Stiles isn’t anywhere close to us.” Her Immune sense reassured him but having the killer close enough for her to sense him put him too damn close. 
 
    “Use the technique I taught you to shield their minds and get away from there with your Aunt and Uncle. Are your Grandpa and Grandma still visiting too?” He didn’t know if she could keep them all close enough to shield each of them from Stiles.   
 
    “No, they went home. I already shielded Aunt Jan, but Uncle Casey already left for work. It’s almost sunrise. It’s just the two of us here, but I told you he’s not close.” 
 
    “He is if you can sense him. I told you how short the range is.” 
 
    “No, the source is miles away. I’m sure of that. There are two sources, in fact, and both are distant. It’s confusing. One is farther away than the other. I stepped out on the front porch, and I think the one in Louisville is downtown, someplace high up I think. I don’t know about the one a bit to the right, and farther north. I think that may be on the other side of the river. It’s so much weaker, not constant, and cutting out entirely at times.” 
 
    “Damn. It’s like in Chicago, only longer range and with two transmitters. St. Matthews, where your aunt and uncle live is six or seven miles east in a straight-line from downtown. Jeffersonville is north, on the other side of the river. He must have transmitters in each location, each with higher signal power than what he used in Chicago. I told you what happened there. What has he ordered people to do? Steal money and give it to him?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. The signal from downtown is making people feel friendly towards him, without even knowing who he is. He appears to be trying to instill loyalty in individuals to him so that they will trust him. It’s also steady, no breaks for almost thirty minutes, and I sense a repetitive pattern that returns every few minutes. No specifics in his message, only those warm feelings he directs towards himself, which he’s been cultivating for the last thirty minutes.” 
 
    “That isn’t remotely like Stiles. He’s a conscienceless psychopath. You said it’s steady? I don’t know how he could send that mental message uninterrupted.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s him. I’ll never forget what his thoughts felt like on that day at our house. You told me the same thing after you sensed him at the mall. I’ll always remember how Mike Gorka’s thoughts felt when he mentally asked me if I knew what you did for the BII. You said every Compeller’s thoughts are unique to you, but Mr. Brogan said they don’t always seem unique to him, or to other single gene Immunes. Not until they get to know the Compeller. I’m a double like you. I’m telling you it’s the man that shot Mom!” 
 
    “That’s the one detail that rings true. The warm feelings are a sham.” 
 
    “Dad, I just sensed another repeated fluctuation in the pattern, the fourth or fifth repeat I’ve noticed with the identical variation, each several minutes apart. Could he record a short mental transmission and play it in a loop? That’s what it’s like.”  
 
     “That’s a smart question. We tape and rebroadcast every other kind of electromagnetic signal. I’ll ask our technical people. I don’t know what he’s up to with this, but it damn well isn’t altruistic. He doesn’t give a damn about being liked, only obeyed or feared. I expect the BII will send a team, but I’m coming home no matter what. If you sense any thoughts that involve you or the family, or thoughts originating closer to you, get you and your aunt and uncle out of his range. You’re immune, but no one around you is, and he can turn them against you. I need to get off the phone to talk to Brogan. Stiles may not intend to run away this time. Load the car with necessities and be prepared to get farther away. I love you, and I’ll call back.” 
 
    “Love you too,” she answered, and disconnected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Dan. We’re spread too thin. The politicians are deeply worried about hostile interference with the workings of our government.” Brogan complained.  
 
    He added, “Not without cause, unfortunately.”  
 
    “What does that mean for sending a team to Louisville?” Grayson asked, sure he’d not like the answer. 
 
    Brogan didn’t like what he was about to say either. “They didn’t like the lack of results by the teams for the two Chicago trips, particularly the last one where there was a transmitter in use, as Louisville appears to have now.  
 
    “Reports that Iran appears to have solved the gene insert and activation problem worry the President. Nobody in the West trusts Iran, but this president is particularly distrustful of them and has been vocal about his opinions. He thinks they might send agents here to mind control him, his family, or people on his staff. Given the animosity he’s engendered from them, it’s a possibility, and their Revolutionary Guard also might act without official authorization from their government leaders.  
 
    “What I’m saying is,” Brogan said, finally cutting to the chase, “I’m under direct orders to keep all BII agents close to Washington.”  
 
    Grayson started an angry reply, “And what I’m saying, Sir…,” but Brogan raised a hand to cut him off when he continued talking, preventing the Superintendent from hearing what he didn’t want to be said by Dan within his hearing.   
 
    “Dan, you’ve been rushed into one field trip after another and suffered a personal family tragedy. You were just in Chicago for a long work week with only time off to sleep. You deserve some personal time. I don’t need to know what you do in your free time, so I’m going to assume you stayed close to Washington, as I was ordered to tell every BII agent to do. In this era of rapid transportation, close is relative. It’s a small world. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll use my time off wisely. Thank you.” 
 
    He started towards his rental car, not even taking time to pack.  
 
    Remembering that he and other BII agents, traveling armed, had at times been assumed to be Federal Air Marshals or a FAM by some TSA security checkers at airports, he called Gorka for his assistance, to take advantage of that misconception. 
 
    “Mike, I need a favor, a Compeller, and a ride to the airport, fast.” A brief conversation ensued, and while he waited for Mike, Grayson checked flight schedules.  
 
    Their federal agent ID’s would have gained them entry into the TSA office in the Dulles airport Terminal, but it went faster when Gorka mentally compelled someone inside the secured limited access door to let them in, and guide them to the TSA supervisor on duty.  
 
    A surprisingly short time later, Grayson walked out of the TSA office with his friend, and they went in different directions. 
 
    “Good hunting, Dan. Be careful.” 
 
    “Thanks, I owe you.” 
 
    “If we still go to Israel, promise not to stomp my instep and we’re even.” 
 
    “You got it.” He waved with the hand holding his cockpit access authorization, the other hand holding a FAM badge. The owner of purloined badge wouldn’t miss it right away and would forget where it was for days. A BII badge, even if he had written authorization to ride in the cockpit of an airliner, is not normal and would generate questions from the pilots. The badge and cockpit authorization moved him by the TSA check without a search, and his BII government photo ID with a hologram was marked as Prechecked.   
 
    Grayson stopped at the flight operations office of the airline he’d found with the earliest flight that would get him near Louisville, a flight to Cincinnati. There, he talked his way into a second leg for a connecting shuttle flight for the short hop between the cities, saving him two hours, and the risk of a traffic stop for speeding if he drove the nearly 100-miles. He claimed he was flying in the cockpit now rather than back in the cabin of possibly full flights because he was connecting with a flight out of Louisville for a duty flight. He said he was replacing another marshal who’d had a family emergency. 
 
    He stepped off the commuter aircraft in Louisville, thanked the captain and first officer for squeezing his large frame into the small seat behind them for the flight. He had sensed the mental message Stacy had reported when they were at least ten miles away from the city. He recognized the mind that generated the message, and like Stacy, sensed when the playback loop restarted with a more forceful feeling, and after nearly three minutes, had softened to a more placid compulsion. Then it restarted. 
 
    Stiles was, in Grayson’s opinion, conditioning every mind in range to his presence, providing them with a warm and trusting feeling for the person they envisioned. It positively repulsed Grayson, who knew the monstrous person that sent the thoughts. However, people who didn’t know what he was or what he looked like probably substituted some face or composite image they affiliated with the sense of trust for this imagined person.  
 
    In a cynical thought, Grayson wondered if some deeply religious people might envision a God-like visage, or perhaps one of the traditional and fictitious renditions of what artists had believed Jesus looked like, bearded with flowing hair and robes. The feeling Stiles wanted from his future puppets was worshipful, and the loop started with strong emotions and then softened as the recording neared the end. There were no specific words Grayson sensed, only the emotional tone, which hinted at the love and devotion this person deserved, and that he would reward those that believed in him. 
 
    If this mind control broadcast went on for days, Grayson could envision nearly everyone in transmission range being thoroughly indoctrinated to believe in his message, and accept what he told them even when he wasn’t using compulsion. Was he trying to form a new religion?  
 
    Grayson quickly rejected that idea. Stiles relished fear and obedience more than he did affection. It was merely part of an experiment to see if he could build a large core of devoted, brainwashed puppet-like followers. People that would be willing to follow and protect him under any circumstance, and do things for him even when he wasn’t actively mentally directing them.  
 
    Grayson remembered how some of the people in Seoul behaved after they had received intensive suggestions implanted, which caused them to jump in front of tanks when Agent-X sent a cue for them to act. Stiles might perhaps want to become a messiah-like figure or at least a deeply respected leader with mindless devoted followers. If this worked locally, he could place new transmitters in a widening circle. No need to personally direct people if they would do things that benefit you by their self-directed actions. He could always use direct Control when he needed something specific done. 
 
    He’d called Stacy while he was changing planes in Cincinnati, and she’d reported no change in the Louisville signal, but the fainter Jeffersonville transmissions were more intermittent and spotty where Stacy was. That suggested Stiles was moving around and using direct control of Susceptibles and Tools on the other side of the river.  
 
    Jan had called Casey home from work, and Stacy told him that after imparting immunity to them, both could sense the Louisville mental message as being obviously external to their minds. The effect wore off after roughly a half hour at their distance from the transmitter, but the merging of the external thoughts with their own was something they could feel when it started to happen. Alerted watch for this effect, they told Stacy. Without her periodically sending her Immune ability to them, they would eventually become disciples 
 
    In the absence of specific commands from Stiles, everyone in the region was going about their daily functions as usual. They were unaware their minds were being preconditioned by someone that would make use of their programmed devotion and trust. 
 
    While Dan waited to pick up a rental car, he called Stacy again. She answered instantly. 
 
    “Where are you, Dad?” 
 
    “I’m at the airport, honey. Tell your Aunt and Uncle they should head out towards Elizabethtown. If they travel at least twenty-five miles from Louisville, they should be outside that transmitter’s effective range. That’s to keep them safe when I try to stop the transmission.” 
 
    “How will you do that?”  
 
    “I’ll locate it first, and then decide what I can do. Like you told me, the directionality appears to come from an elevated position in the downtown region. I’m a mile or so closer than you are, and I think the antenna is on a roof of one of the tall buildings downtown. I felt it as we flew in over the city. That isn’t where Stiles is since I briefly sensed his second transmission from Jeffersonville. I want to stop the recorded signal before he can use the transmitter to trigger mass riots like happened in Seoul. After that, I’m going after him, and I’ll put an end to him.” 
 
    “Watch out, Dad. He tried to use Mom and Carl against me.”  
 
    “I’m working alone, and I won’t advertise I’m coming.”  
 
    “If he isn’t in that building, how will you find him?” 
 
    “I briefly felt another signal from Jeffersonville before we landed when our flight path passed over the river. He was Controlling a Tool to make them drive someone to an unspecified location they both knew, the house by the park is what Stiles thought to him. The Jeffersonville transmission faded as I landed, but it was always weaker than the one below me as we flew over downtown. The intermittent and weaker signal must be from a portable unit he carries with him. Every time he uses it to send a new command, I’ll get closer to him.” 
 
    “Dad, when you shut off his main signal he’ll know someone from the BII is looking for him.” 
 
    “Stiles doesn’t have Immune ability, so he may not feel it if the signal ends.” 
 
    She offered words of caution. “You and I are double Immunes who can sense who and where senders are, but we can also transmit our Immunity to others. He’s a double sender, so perhaps he can sense when thoughts come from an external source.” 
 
    “You may be right, but you just gave me a cool idea if I find his transmitter. I just walked up to my rental car, so send your Aunt and Uncle out of harm’s way before Stiles starts riots, then get in my car and follow them. Stiles has had time to trace other family ties to us. He could send a Tool there with a gun.” 
 
    Grayson headed towards the downtown Louisville skyline, his senses homing in on the directionality with each mile. His assumption of which tall building it was became a certainty, and in twenty-five minutes he parked in its underground garage. 
 
    The mental signal strength was potent here at the center of radiation, and Grayson decided not to approach building security or maintenance to get their assistance to reach the roof, where he felt sure he’d find the antenna. He’d have to show his ID to them, and that might be a plausible trigger for them to initiate an attack on a BII agent. He could project Immunity first, but if Stiles had planted hired help that was also a Tool, making them immune wouldn’t eliminate their loyalty to an employer they willingly supported. 
 
    He went to a bank of six elevators that served the upper floors and rode one to the highest floor they served, two levels below the top floor. He verified before he started up that there were two stairwells, one on each side of the elevator landing. Either would probably provide roof access, but they would be locked at the top. Tall buildings tended to draw jumpers.  
 
    Getting those doors opened is where security or maintenance personnel would be able to help, had he felt trustful enough to show them his ID and ask for access to the roof. Now he’d try his luck with his shoulder, or try to batter a door open with a fire ax or extinguisher he if found those nearby. He chose stairwell number 1 when he stepped out of the elevator. 
 
    He climbed to the next floor where he found a supply closet. He took a mop wringer and its metal handle from a bucket with wheels, and a wooden-handled mop. He thought he might use them for bashing on the door.  
 
    He carried the items up past the next floor of equipment, electrical closets, and telecommunications rooms, to where the last flight of steps ended at a metal clad door, with a window that had wire reinforced glass near the top. He looked out onto a rooftop in sunlight and a partly cloudy sky. There also was a man sitting on a folding chair looking up at those clouds. He was seated with his right side to the door but appeared to be looking at an airliner on approach to the Louisville airport, passing over the river to the north. 
 
    He wore a white uniform type shirt and gray work pants, and there was a ring of keys on a lanyard at his hip. That marked him as possible building maintenance. The pistol handle protruding from his waistband marked him as a Tool for Stiles, guarding the transmitter. 
 
    Seeing the white uniform shirt, Grayson had an idea. He quietly set down the items he’d carried up with him, and quickly went back down to the supply closet. He shed his suit coat, and removed his tie and opened the collar of his white shirt. He removed a gray cotton overall from a hook. Instead of inserting his legs into the bottom part, thus enclosing his waist, he only slipped his arms inside and snapped the lower catches closed below his chest to his waist, leaving his white shirt and collar exposed, and his waist free.  
 
    He drew his 9 MM from its shoulder holster and slipped it into his rear right waistband, pushing the overall’s dangling legs to the side, with his gun handle out of sight but quickly accessible. Looking around, he found something he could to add to his ensemble, to support the story he was constructing on the fly. He plucked a white first aid kit with a red cross on the front hanging on a wall clip and checked its solid white backside. As he reclimbed the stairs, he considered the improvised story he’d use. 
 
          When he reached the door, he took a quick peek to verify the man remained seated. The guy was now looking out across the river towards Indiana. Despite the sun, a chilly November breeze whipped his hair this far above the city. 
 
    Grayson held the mop in his left hand with the mop head at the top, and the first aid kit in his right hand. He sent his mental message to the man. 
 
    Empty your mind, ignore outside thoughts. Nobody can control your mind. 
 
    He saw the man lean against the chair back, so Immunity was presumably in place. It was time to try his plan. Otherwise, forcing his way through the door would become more than difficult. 
 
    He used his left toe to kick at the base of the door several times, and called out loudly, knowing his words would be a bit muffled. 
 
    “Hey! Stiles sent me up with your lunch. You want something hot to eat?” He held the First Aid kit higher, showing only the white back side. 
 
    The man shot to his feet, his right hand on the gun butt. He looked at the window and saw Grayson’s face looking back, a white box in his right hand. 
 
    “What? Nobody comes out here.” 
 
    “I don’t want out in that cold damp wind. I brought you fried chicken, a thermos of hot coffee, and some cake from the restaurant in the lobby. Stiles said I had to bring you some food.” 
 
    “Who the Hell are you?” 
 
    “Delbert Stanton. I’m a custodian for the ground floor businesses. I gotta get back to moping the lobby floor.” He showed the damp mop head through the window now. For a custodian to carry his mop all the way to the roof might seem stupid, but he thought it lent credence to his image as a low-level flunky. 
 
    “Do ya want the food or not? I ain’t got all day.” 
 
    “You bring enough for Lester? If I’m hungry, I know Goddamned well his fat ass is feeling starved.”      
 
    Grayson sensed his ploy was working, and his persona accepted but hearing that “Lester” would want something to eat told him the other stair top also had a door guard. He took a hint from the unflattering description of the other guard. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t deliver food you both at the same time. Stiles wants the doors watched all the time. If you ain’t hungry yet, I’ll go to the other stairs and give both lunches to him. I’m sure he can eat it all. Stiles won’t give a shit, and I know I don’t.” 
 
    “Take a step back. I’ll unlock the door, and you hand the box through to me.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll go down a couple of steps.” 
 
    Grayson simply crouched lower than the window and poised there waiting for the door to open. 
 
    He heard a click, but the man warned him, “I have a gun. Stay back, or I’ll use that frigging mop to clean up the mess after I blow your brains out. Hand me the lunchbox when I open the door enough. Then get your ass down the steps.” 
 
    “OK. Jesus, what a pain in the ass you are. If Stiles didn’t scare me, I’d tell you to piss off and starve.” 
 
    There was a louder click, and Grayson saw, through the small crack between the door and frame, the latch was sliding, and he prepared himself.  
 
    The door pulled open five inches, and the man said, “Hand me the box.” 
 
    A hand appeared halfway up the door gap. Grayson pushed the box forward into the gap just below the hand and dropped it part way through the opening, blocking the door from closing. 
 
    He said quickly, “Sorry. It slipped.” 
 
    “You clumsy…,” he didn’t get to finish his insult because it changed into a cry of pain when Grayson, gripping the stair rail for leverage, slammed his left shoulder against the metal clad door. It smacked hard into the right side of the crouching man’s head, knocking him backward. 
 
    Continuing through the door, pushing it wider, he shoved the man’s feet and legs aside as he thrust the mop head and handle in his left hand into the man’s face, while he pulled his gun from his waistband and rushed out onto the roof. He dropped down hard to his right knee, the knee joint planted right in the sprawled man’s solar plexus, driving the wind from his lungs. The mop blocked the man’s vision as Grayson’s left hand grabbed the gun in the flailing man’s right hand.  
 
    Forcing the arm back, he placed his gun’s muzzle on the man’s forehead just as his face twisted free of the sour-smelling damp mop strands, gasping for a breath of desperately needed air.  
 
    Grayson gave him a nasty smile, “I’ll be the one using this frigging mop to clean up the mess if you shout or struggle. Nod your head, or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    The man grew still except for his heaving effort to breathe, but he nodded slightly. 
 
    “Let go of your gun.” 
 
    The man opened his right hand, and let him pull the revolver free. Grayson, keeping his eyes locked on the other man’s eyes, fumbled briefly with the other weapon to insert it into his left side waistband, the lower half of the overall getting in his way. He never glanced away for even an instant; sure the desperate man would make a move if he did. Stiles didn’t forgive mistakes or failure by his Tools. 
 
    Grayson rose and stood carefully, stepping clear of the man’s legs, his gun held steady on his captive. The wind whipped the legs of the overall, but the rooftop air handlers and the housing structure where the two stairs made their exits onto the roof offered some shelter from a stiff breeze, on a partly sunny day with the temperature in the low fifties. 
 
       He was about to order him to call for “Lester” when a flicker of the man’s eyes was all the warning needed.  
 
    Grayson dropped and rolled to the gritty surface as he pivoted towards the corner of the roof structure, and a shot rang out. He saw a hefty man at the corner, and Grayson fired three times as the fat man adjusted his aim downward. The other man fired again, but the bullet struck the roof between Grayson’s legs, as his left hand clutched at his chest.  
 
    Leaning against the wall the man tried to raise his gun, but with more time to react, Grayson shifted his aim from the center of mass, and shot the man in the head, dropping him like a poleaxed steer.  
 
    A sound on the grit of the roof brought his attention back to the first man, who swung the mop handle at Grayson’s right arm from his crouching position. It connected with a bruising impact on his forearm, and his gun went flying away. The weapon skidded to rest fifteen feet away, and the other man, instead of moving towards what would be an equal race to the weapon, pulled a slender object from his high-topped right work boot and moved towards his much closer opponent.  
 
    The stiletto blade slid out of the handle when he pressed the release, and he rose to his feet, blood flowing from a cut on his right temple where the door had struck him. He smirked and said, “Look at you, a dumb ass who brought fists to a knife fight. You son of a bitch. I’ll gut you.” 
 
    Grayson glanced toward his gun, as he rose to one knee, the overall’s legs now tangled around his shins.  
 
    The knife-man paused and looked significantly at the gun and said, “Aww, it’s too far away ain’t it?” 
 
    That brief distraction was what Grayson need as his assailant started his rush, the deadly blade tip weaving in a gleaming threat as the man assumed a practiced knife fighter’s posture. The loud gunshot seemingly startled him as a red dot formed on his forehead, and the expression was still there when he planted his face into the grit of the roof. 
 
    Slipping the other man’s revolver back into his waistband, Grayson corrected the dead man, “No, the old expression is you don’t bring a knife to a gunfight. Idiot.” The silence in reply was eloquent. 
 
    He untangled his legs and removed the overall as he retrieved his gun. His only regret was he didn’t have anyone to question now, assuming they would have been cooperative. Making them immune to mind control didn’t turn criminals honest. Unlike a Compeller, he couldn’t break them free of embedded mind control instructions from Stiles, nor reverse the effects of the loyalty broadcast they’d been exposed to at close range for a half day.  
 
     Now that he was no longer concerned with safely reaching the rooftop, he turned towards the signal source, located less than a hundred feet away. That was where Stiles’ warm and cozy mental indoctrination originated. It was a twenty-foot long pole, with a short antenna at the top. A coax cable ran down the pole and over the roof to where it vanished down a recently drilled hole. The puckered-up roofing material showed the cable was pulled up from below. 
 
    He muttered, “Damn, I thought I’d see the transmitter up here too.” He looked at the two men he’d killed, aware that what he sought, the transmitter, was somewhere below his feet. Of course, he’d not be able to locate that without seeing where the cable went through the roof. Hindsight wouldn’t bring them back, and they had tried to kill him. He paced off the distance from the hole to the door he’d passed through, for reference when he went below as an estimate. 
 
    He collected the fat man’s gun and went down the stairs, with a final look where the cable was before he closed the door. On the next level he followed the hallway towards the cable entry point, but at the end of the corridor he was forced to turn and walked past the machinery and access panels above the six elevator shafts. He turned another corner, and there were two sets of double doors on the right, helpfully labeled for him. One had the word Electrical; the other said Telephone. The latter sounded like something he should check first.  
 
    He tested the lockable door handle and surprisingly discovered it wasn’t locked. He pulled both doors open revealing a short corridor with wall panels covered with wires and terminals, several closed wall cabinets, and down the center of the aisle was a long rack with electronics mounted in it from floor to head height. There were dozens of lights of various colors on equipment stacked vertically and mounted side-by-side in four adjacent racks, some lights steady, some winking on and off randomly. 
 
    There were cable runs overhead, suspended from the high ceiling, and when Grayson spotted sawdust and metal filings on the floor, he saw where a single black cable from the roof entered this small compartment. It hung loosely down the side of one of the electronics racks. There was a nearly empty rack with a flat metal shelf at waist height that held an open laptop and what looked like a rather conventional tunable transmitter and receiver. There was a folding chair like the one he’d seen on the roof, leaning against the wall. The antenna cable connected to the rear of the transmitter. A USB cable from the right side of the laptop connected to one of several USB ports on the front of the transmitter for input sources. 
 
    He checked the rear of the laptop, which had a dark screen. Aside from the cord from its power brick, there was an Ethernet cable, and two more USB ports on the left side. There was a flash drive inserted in one port, and what slightly resembled a cell phone connected to the other USB port by a short cable. The Ethernet cable ran to the front of one of the pieces of equipment in the adjacent stack, which from labeling appeared to be for an internet connection.  
 
    Grayson assumed the laptop was sending the looped mind control signal to the transmitter, which presumably was in a file on the laptop. Or perhaps it was fed remotely via the internet to the laptop, and output to the radio. Stiles probably had the means to alter what he sent and didn’t need to be near this setup. He could be anywhere if he caused a riot with the appropriate mind control messages and ordered the citizens to destroy the city.  
 
    What now? He thought.  
 
    Simply smashing or taking the equipment didn’t seem the best courses of action. Grayson put the tip of a finger on the laptop’s touchpad, and the screen activated. There was a window showing a menu, and his answer, after a bit of study. 
 
      
 
    MENCATS 
 
    (Mental Capture and Transmission System) 
 
      
 
    Options: 
 
      
 
    Send live thoughts. 
 
    1)    Record thoughts to a file. 
 
    2)    Send thoughts from a file. 
 
    3)    Upload/Download recorded files. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the screen below the menu window was smaller widow that said: 
 
      
 
    Running: 3) File – Trust Me 
 
    Mode: Looped Play - 164  
 
      
 
    As Grayson watched the screen, the number next to Looped Play increased to 165, and he sensed the increase in the emotional intensity of the repeating mental message. He’d experienced the roughly two-minute Control message many times since reaching Louisville, and it had faded in his perception, like white noise in the background. It was on repetition 165 now. 
 
    He pressed the number 3, and new menu options appeared, and the location of the currently selected file name appeared as residing on USB Drive (D:), as Trust Me. When he glanced at the thumb drive, he saw the flash of its blue light, showing it was just accessed. 
 
    Other selectable file names were on the same flash drive, such as Attack Police, Block Roads, Fight Neighbors, Get Guns, Kill Tin Men, Set Fires, and Collect Money.  
 
    Stiles obviously had various options prepared to use for particular contingencies, while he stood apart from the action generated. Grayson assumed the Controller had the means to remotely connect to the laptop via the internet and select these files, or to upload new files. Option 1 suggested he could remotely connect live to direct the population in specific actions. 
 
    He had an idea. He moved the cursor to the Return to the Main Menu option and tapped. Then pressed the number key for “Send live thoughts.” A new window appeared, and a picture of the attached cellphone-like device appeared, with new options. 
 
    Those options told him the phone-sized device was how Stiles captured his mental commands and sent them to the laptop for recording, or for relay directly to the transmitter, where he could broadcast his thoughts immediately. It also cautioned him that a Live Send would terminate the looped play of “Send thoughts from a file.”  
 
    He decided to call Stacy.  
 
    She sounded greatly relieved. “Dad, it seemed so long. I was afraid to call you to make your phone ring if you needed silence. Did you find the transmitter? It’s still sending. Was Stiles…,” Grayson cut off his daughter’s rush of concerns.  
 
    “Stop. I’m fine, and I found a laptop and a transmitter. Stiles isn’t here, but he had a fully remote system set up, with two men protecting it if the BII sent anyone snooping. I’m with the equipment right now, and I want to use the transmitter myself. If I cut off the signal he’s sending it’s possible he’ll detect that, and it’s also possible I don’t know how this crap works.  
 
    “I want you to tell me if the signal changes. I can sense if it stops so I don't mean that, but I probably can’t tell if what I’m going to do is being transmitted when I try that.” 
 
    “You’re going to broadcast your Immunity, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yep. Clever kid. Without a working detector and transmitter, we never tried this in Washington before I flew here, and I only know what others tell me about how it feels when I do this with them. They don’t sense my thoughts, but they suddenly experience when external thoughts are present in their minds, and they know they were not their thoughts all along. Immunes don’t feel anything different since they already sense external thoughts that way.” 
 
    “Uh, Dad would anyone you call a Susceptible be able to feel the change?” 
 
    “I think so. We did that in our lab tests when I blocked them from being Compelled. They had no directionality, but they knew when outside thoughts were in their minds.” 
 
    “Could Carl be your guinea pig?”  
 
    “I don’t want to wait for you to get him. He’s in school, and I hope your aunt and uncle are gone.” 
 
    “Nope. Carl’s here in your car with me. When I didn’t pick him up this morning for school, he called a friend to drive him to Aunt Jan’s house before I was ready to leave. He wanted to check on me when I wouldn’t answer my phone. I tried to leave him out of this, I swear.” 
 
    “OK. Fine. Carl will be the test subject. Explain to him what will happen.” 
 
    “Hi, Mr. Grayson. I heard.” It was Carl.  
 
    He sighed. Stacy had been on speakerphone.  
 
    Great. Dan thought. Glad I didn’t mention the two men I killed. 
 
    “Carl, this will be done in two parts. I’ll stop a loop signal going out now, try to broadcast my Immunity, causing an effect that should last for some time for you if that works. The length of time partly depends on the strength of the signal, which I don’t know. Then I’ll restart the original loop signal. Stacy, if Carl is temporarily immune, the resumed message will seem different to him, as it was for your Aunt and Uncle.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting, Dad.” 
 
    When he selected the “Send live thoughts“ option and clicked on Start, the lower window changed to show that Send was now Running, the previous file stopped sending, and a timer started counting the minutes and seconds. He focused on the attached device that presumably picked up the electromagnetic signal from his internal brain organ. 
 
    Ignore thoughts that are not your own. Clear your mind of outside thoughts. You control your mind.  
 
    He wasn’t sure the words he mentally used mattered. He’d done this in tests without trying to use any words but found that for him it was nearly impossible to do. Words came to his mind every time he tried. The test equipment monitoring what the technicians called his “carrier frequency” was essentially a flat line without a modulation mode detected, no amplitude, frequency, or pulse modulation seen. The carrier signal itself came and went, and varied slightly in strength based on how intensely he tried to project his thoughts to increase his output power. The scientists monitoring him asked that he not strain to increase power because the transmitter they were designing would take his signal and amplify it anyway. It would be thousands of times greater than he could generate organically. 
 
    “Dad, the looped signal is gone now.” 
 
    He didn’t answer her on his phone and kept sending. He finally clicked the Stop icon for the Send, and the lower window for Running now said “None.” The timer of his Send effort had reached thirty seconds before he quit. That would be his benchmark time. He’d been successful in lab tests with only five seconds of effort. 
 
      “OK. Carl, tell me if or when you sense some outside thoughts you think are not yours.” 
 
    Grayson selected the third option again, and scrolled to the Trust Me file, and was about to press Send when Carl spoke. 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure what I should feel, I don’t notice a change…. Oh. There it is. That’s a strange feeling.” 
 
    Grayson had hit Send while Carl talked, and the “Oh” came nearly simultaneously with activation. 
 
    “What do you sense, Carl?” 
 
     “Not words. But it’s like someone is trying to calm me, making me feel good about them, but it doesn't feel honest. It’s odd, but I know now that I was feeling this before, all morning, but it wasn’t obvious to me, and now it is. I liked it then, but not so much now. It isn’t sincere. It feels phony. Like somebody telling me to believe them, or trust them when you don’t think you should. It didn’t seem that way before you turned it off a minute ago. I could feel when you did that, but the warm sense of comfort stayed behind. When you restarted the signal, it didn’t feel as nice, or believable. It’s like being confronted by a salesman I don’t trust to be honest with you, even if he isn’t talking.” 
 
    “Good analogy Carl. How about you Stacy? Did you sense when I sent my Immunity signal for about a half minute?”  
 
    “I don't think so, Dad. But the absence of Stiles mind was such a relief. Now it’s back. Can you shut it down?” 
 
    “Let’s wait to see how long my thirty seconds of Immunity transmission lasts for Carl. It went out for everyone else in Louisville too, you know. I wonder how that will play out?” 
 
    The wait to find out was short. 
 
    I know that was you trying to block me, Grayson. I felt what you did. I know where you are too, and I could point to you. That’s a neat capability. Since you used my transmitter, I’d know where you are anyway. No other BII agent could home in on my system that fast. I expected you to come, just not so soon. I drew you to Chicago as a test of how long it would take for the BII to come. You beat that time by a lot, and we didn’t see the C-17 land anywhere. You’re getting faster and sneakier.  
 
    As Stiles thoughts formed in his mind, Grayson had multiple thoughts of his own. He now knew that a Controller could sense a broadcast of external group thoughts, and like Mike Gorka, Stiles had temporary use of Grayson’s directionality and ranging ability. 
 
    It took a moment for Grayson, inside a room without windows, to orient himself to think of where north would be. When he did, his directional ability told him Stiles was still in Jeffersonville and north of the Ohio River by at least four miles.  
 
     It was also going to be a one-way mental conversation since an Immune couldn’t send a signal modulated with their thoughts. At least that’s what he expected before a more conventional technology intruded. 
 
    Stacy was still on the phone, but a second call started to arrive, no caller ID showing. He needed to confirm his suspicion.  
 
    “Stacy, Stiles knows I’m here, and I think he’s calling my phone. I’ll put you on hold.” Without waiting for her reply, he flashed to accept the other call. 
 
    Grayson said, “I’m coming for you, Stiles.” 
 
    “Likewise,” was his reply, and the man didn’t seem intimidated. Instead, he had a question and offered a mystery with a hint. 
 
     “Don’t you wonder how I got your cell phone number? I got it from someone close to you.” 
 
    Grayson felt a stab of fear at the taunt, but he knew Stacy was safe, as was Jan and Casey, but he didn’t know about Barb’s parents in Elizabethtown. He was an only child, and his parents were dead. This bastard had killed his wife and Dalia, and no BII agents were missing, so he had no idea where he obtained his unlisted number. Then it came to him. Stiles had taken Barb’s purse, along with her body and minivan. Her cellphone was with her, so he knew what the answer was. He resisted the impulse to reply because it would feed the psychopath’s desire to torment an adversary, to remind him of how he got the cellphone. 
 
    Impatient, Stiles continued. “You also seem to have made my delivery driver able to resist mind control just now. He’s a Tool that was always well paid, so he did what I told him to do anyway. I’ll admit that was a clever use of my equipment.”  
 
    Grayson wondered if that driver was the person that drove to the house by the park, a command to a Tool he’d sensed earlier, just before his plane landed. 
 
    He did have a reply now. “I’ll make everyone immune, you ass wipe. Nobody will have to fear you.” It was a bluff, counting on Stiles not knowing the conferred Immunity was temporary. The man promptly called the bluff.  
 
    “That’s bullshit. Dear dead Dalia knew that trick only worked for a short time.” 
 
    “Not if it’s continuously repeated, jackass.” He said that as a new idea came to him. 
 
    He intended to record a file of his own to send on a loop, but when he looked at the laptop screen, he saw a menu option was active, and the cursor was moving to a different file name to send. Stiles had remotely accessed the laptop while he was distracted by the phone call. He hurriedly reached around and pulled the Ethernet cable from its socket before one of the extremely violent sounding files could be selected. Stiles had remotely logged into the system from Jeffersonville. 
 
    Grayson, now in manual control, selected Option 2, Record thoughts to a file. Ignoring the curses from Stiles on the phone, who was now aware that he’d lost his remote access.  
 
    He sent this: No one should ever control your mind, so ignore outside thoughts. Your mind belongs only to you. 
 
    He knew the words he used didn’t matter and wouldn’t be sensed precisely, only the intent. He saved the file to the hard drive, not the thumb drive, and used option 3 to Send it, selecting Loop for repetition. Then he removed the thumb drive, slipping it into his pocket. 
 
    All the while, Stiles had been cursing and threatening him, but Grayson had ignored the speakerphone voice until he heard a woman scream. Sounding farther away from the phone now, he heard Stiles angry voice shouting through the phone. 
 
    “If a threat can’t make you talk to him, he’ll damn well hear you scream, bitch.” 
 
    There was another scream, one filled with pain. Stiles had someone with him, and it could be the person the Tool had delivered to the house by the park. Obviously, the bastard thought he could use this person to indirectly control Grayson, by torturing them and letting him listen. 
 
    “Stiles, there are tens of thousands of people that will receive my new recorded message, and it’s playing in a loop. You can’t Control anyone in its range while it plays. I’m sorry for the person you’re hurting, but too many lives are at risk. I saw what happened in Seoul. It won’t happen here.” He reached for his phone to end the connection. 
 
    Just before his finger reached the phone, Stiles shouted. 
 
    “It’s your wife, you fu…” and he was gone as the call was disconnected.  
 
    That left Grayson in shocked disbelief. He’d never heard a scream from Barb like that, but could it have been her painfilled voice? It was diabolically plausible that if she were alive and Stiles held her captive, that without control ability of her mind the man couldn’t force her to speak to her husband. Barb would refuse to let Stiles use her against her family. 
 
     “You son of a bitch! It can’t be her.” He shouted at the dead phone in frustration and indecision. He expected the phone to ring again. For Stiles to call back.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” The question from the phone’s speaker startled him.  
 
    The frightened voice was Stacy’s. He’d disconnected Stiles, but her call had been on hold and was now active again.  
 
    He regained his composure and explained that he’d just spoken with Stiles, and he told her what was said. She already knew he had ended the Trust Me loop transmission and had initiated a short loop for a repeated Immune broadcast. She’d felt Stile’s loop end, and Carl had sensed the new one from her Dad, and he’d told her what he sensed. 
 
    “Do you think it was Mom?” She sounded more hopeful than did her father. 
 
    “Stacy, it could be any woman I heard, even someone he hired to scream on cue, to fool me. He admitted he knew I was the only BII agent that could find his transmitter site so quickly. He even expected me, but not so soon. What if he had a woman present just to scream like that? He knows another woman's speaking voice wouldn’t fool me.”  
 
    “Do you know how improbable that sounds Dad? How long did he have to plan for that? You only found out about the transmission because I sensed it and called you. Then you reached that radio set six hours later, starting from Washington, DC.  
 
    “If he expected just you, it would have been smarter for him to have two dozen armed men guarding that transmitter and to have you killed or captured. He didn’t expect you or the BII right away because there was no violence or robberies related to his otherwise undetectable transmission.”  
 
    “Stacy, he sent a thought directed specifically to me before he called my phone. He had my number, which likely came from your mother’s contact list, or her speed dial. He knew it was me.” 
 
    “Dad, I still think he figured that out after the fact when you homed in on that radio and computer so soon. He might have thought you were coming here eventually when his control messages made people act strangely. If Mom’s alive, he’d want her near him as a means to control you with threats. If he calls back, you can’t answer. No point in his fulfilling a threat against her that you don’t hear. If he has her, it’s his only leverage, but he needs you to be aware of what he threatens.” 
 
    “I’m going after him.” 
 
    “Why not draw him to you? Jeffersonville is his old turf, and he has people that worked for him for pay, and not just when he Controlled them. I’ll bet he wants his transmitter back.” 
 
    “True. All Stiles has now is a portable device, with less power and range. While I’m sending a stronger blocking signal over both cities, he can’t form an army of puppets he can sacrifice. I have three guns, and if he gets close to me, it’ll be over. No hesitation, and no arrest. He’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “I can help you Dad.” 
 
    “If he brings armed thugs, there’ll be a shootout. Stay away. If he comes here, I’ll call it in as an active shooter situation. He can’t Control the police while I’m broadcasting immunity.” 
 
    “He’ll use Mom as a physical shield or a hostage to make you hesitate. He knows you won’t risk her life.” 
 
    “That’s if he even has her. He could have used her in the last month to draw me out, and he didn’t. Anyway, I can’t give him control of an entire city. That psychopath would create a bloodbath to get what he wants with no one to stop him.  The President ordered all BII agents to remain close to Washington, to protect our government leaders from a new hostile Controller threat from Iran. Officially I’m still there, but on a day off, so no agents are coming here to help me. I need to keep this transmitter broadcasting an Immune blocking signal. Ten to twenty minutes after it stops, Stiles will be able to control people.” 
 
    “Dad, you need my help.” 
 
    “If Stiles and some goons show up, I’ll hold them off while I summon the police, and report shots fired. He won’t have helpless puppets under his control today. They won’t give up their lives and freedom for him if he can’t use mind control to force them. I need to prepare some barricades and move his computer in the next thirty minutes. I have to get busy hon. I’ll be OK, and I love you.” 
 
    “But Dad…,” he cut off her protest when he ended the call. 
 
    Stacy made up her mind, “Carl, sorry, but I need to drop you off back at my Uncle’s house. I need to get something there, and you’ll have to call someone for a ride to school.” She was tired of always being protected. She had the same Immune ability as her father, and she made a career decision. Her BII internship was getting an early start. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: Transformation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Doc Fallon wasn’t thinking about the Hippocratic Oath he’d often violated, something more basic motivated him today. He’d crossed that ethical line even before Stiles met him. The man had saved his medical license with mind manipulation and had protected him from later infractions. Now, Fallon feared his survival was at risk if he did what the mercurial and temperamental psychopath had just asked of him. He offered an argument that might save him if things went wrong. 
 
    “Sir, the second injection of epinephrine so soon may not revive her, and it could even kill her. If the transmission that makes everyone immune to your control continues, how will you make her obey you anyway? You told me she’s the one that shot you in the buttock. She isn’t going to cooperate willingly.” 
 
    “I was stunned when her damned daughter rammed my car, and the door frame hit my head. I was nearly knocked out. That’s when she was able to shoot me. I need her awake and ambulatory, or I have nothing to bargain with to force concessions from her husband. He’s using my transmitter right now, but he might destroy the whole system if I try to take it back by force alone.” 
 
    “She’s alive, isn’t that enough for you to use her? You swore if I let her die you’d make me slowly remove my toes and then my organs until I died. A single epinephrine injection didn’t work on the day she arrived here when you forced me to try to awaken her. I said then that raising her blood pressure after she’d suffered a severe concussion and a skull fracture was a bad idea. It could have been too stressful for someone with possible brain damage, and you repeatedly tried to use mind control to make her respond to you. I think we were lucky then to have done no damage. 
 
    “What you’re asking me to do now is just as dangerous, and might kill her. If you lose leverage over Grayson, you might kill me. That’s why I’m telling you that this much adrenaline might be fatal, and it won’t be my fault.” 
 
    “I need her conscious Fallon, even if I can’t control her. If she’s comatose, the bitch won’t scream when I hurt her, and I doubt she’d beg her husband to help me if I put a gun to her head. I had to make another woman scream when I called the bastard, and Grayson refused to believe she was alive and that I had her as my prisoner.  
 
    “She’s been comatose since my bullet grazed her head, after I mentally ordered her to stop moving, and she hasn’t moved since then. That order may still be in effect, or it could be organic from the shock to her system.  
 
    “You know, don’t you, that any nurse can keep her alive with fluid nutrition through that nose tube, and change her diaper and wipe her butt. I won’t need you anymore if you can’t rouse her. If the second injection kills her, I promise I won’t hold you responsible.”  
 
    The implied threat, if Stiles no longer needed him, motivated Fallon far more than did a promise of forgiveness from this cold man. He picked up the auto-injector containing the epinephrine and pulled the hospital gown up over her abdomen. He’d administered the previous shot several minutes ago to her right thigh. He pressed the device firmly against the muscle of her left thigh and injected the second dose. The heart rate and blood pressure monitor already showed those were highly elevated, and Fallon knew they would rise dangerously now. 
 
    Even comatose her menstrual cycle had continued, a fact that abruptly penetrated Fallon’s awareness now because he’d pulled the gown so high. He’d enjoyed looking at his attractive patient’s nude body on multiple occasions as he washed her, and changed her soiled undergarment. Stiles insisted that no one else could learn of her presence at the clinic, so he’d kept her in a locked examination room. Her body was already flush with the hormone levels naturally present at this phase of her menstrual cycle, and the previous shot had deepened the pink skin tone. Her skin showed a deeper flush now as blood flow increased. 
 
    Fallon realized that her natural hormonal levels were elevated today, and he’d just injected two doses of another potent hormone. He’d have to stay alert for adverse reactions.   
 
    He was unaware of the effects of the injection he’d administered weeks ago, also while she had an elevated hormone level from her cycle and she had just experienced a natural adrenaline rush when she shot at Stiles. Then he’d injected her while Stiles forcefully tried to use mind control to awaken her. That left her on the fragile cusp of instability then, with hormones coursing through her body and her brain badly bruised.  
 
    Fallon watched anxiously for the possible hazards of this double dose of adrenaline today. They appeared quickly, when her heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration surged, and a sheen of perspiration appeared on her face and limbs. There were signs of tremor for the first time since she’d arrived, and her limbs twitched, and her fingers and toes moved slightly. Her eyes under the closed lids constantly moved as if she had entered REM sleep. Her dry lips stretched and formed a frown. Fallon touched her mouth with a moistened cloth, and there appeared to be a slight response as the frown vanished. These were the only reactions Fallon had observed from her in weeks. 
 
    He sounded hopeful. “I think she’s closer to awareness than I’ve seen since she arrived. However, I have no idea if she’s waking up or bleeding into her brain from the damage your bullet graze and bone fracture caused.” 
 
    He included that risk factor, caused by Stiles and not himself, mainly as a defense mechanism in case she died. He explained how hemorrhaging in the brain might cause small involuntary twitches. “Internal bleeding can cause uncontrolled movements. I didn’t study this sort of medicine, and haven’t even seen a patient in a coma since my hospital internship ended twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    Stiles admitted he wasn’t getting results either. “I’ve been trying to force her to wake up or to speak. I’m physically closer to her than the Lousiville transmitter, and I thought my amplified thoughts might be stronger. But the looped signal has been acting on her for a longer time,” 
 
    He had a device a  bit larger than a typical cellphone clipped to his belt, to detect his mental signal, and fed it to a built-in amplifier which used that to modulate with his mind control commands and broadcast them out to roughly four to six miles. The range depended on atmospheric conditions and local structures that could block or reflect the signal. 
 
     Stiles felt frustrated. “Either Grayson’s immunity broadcast has me blocked, or she’s still in a coma.” He’d had only a slight hope he could outpower the stronger and more continuous signal. He’d not been able to influence any of the Susceptibles he’d tried to Control, not since Grayson’s repetitive signal began.  
 
    He shook her shoulder. “Wake up damn you.” He used the back of his hand to tap hard on the side of her face, rocking her head to the side. 
 
    “Sir, it may not be advisable to move her head or slap her.” The nearly healed wound above her right temple, partly covered by regrowth hair, no longer had a scab on the pink new tissue. 
 
    “If she stays unconscious, or has had a stroke, she’s practically useless to me anyway. I have to go to Lousiville to end her husband’s interference, and I wanted to take her along as leverage. Six men will meet me here in your parking lot shortly. They’ll go with me to the high rise where I placed the transmitter. I want that laptop and transmitter intact, but I’ll settle for stopping the damned blocking signal any way I can. I’ll send them up the tower to kill Grayson in the process. I hope they can reach him before he can destroy my equipment. I know he wants it to stay active as long as possible, to prevent me from controlling people. I should have waited for my guy to build another backup system.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Barb’s head throbbed, her muscles felt stiff, and her heart was racing harder than when she’d completed her first and only half-marathon. She didn’t seem able to move, and it was as if she was in that brief moment between sleep and awake when your body was disconnected from your conscious control, to prevent your acting out your dreams. But she didn’t feel like she was dreaming. Her breathing was rapid and shallow. She felt frightened but couldn’t identify what frightened her. It was as if she was on the verge of flight from some terror she couldn’t see.   
 
    She soon became aware of something that was comforting, not words, but it felt familiar somehow. She had a sense that her mind was free, that Stiles couldn’t control her.  
 
    Stiles! That name reminded her of someone she feared and wanted to escape. But she felt like he’d been in her mind trying to reach her recently. Nevertheless, she didn’t feel threatened by his previous ability to make her harm anyone.  
 
    Such as shooting at Carl or Stacy! It was that thought that reminded her of the last terrifying moments she had of awareness before darkness fell over her mind. That was why she had emptied her gun at that bastard, so she’d have no ammunition for him to force her to use on others. 
 
    She suddenly sensed words in her mind that ordered her to wake up, to move. She knew they were only inside her mind or was that her imagination? They somehow seemed to come from a point to her left, very close to her and slightly elevated. The words felt chillingly familiar. With a sudden stab of fear, she knew it was Stiles standing beside her. He’d had control of her mind before Stacy had briefly broken his control of her actions in the driveway by ramming his car.  
 
    Before that sudden break, it was as if it was her thoughts that were making her do things that seemed right at the time, but as soon as Stacy broke that connection, she knew the thoughts came from outside her mind and belonged to the man in the parked car. She remembered that was where Stiles was waiting for Stacy to arrive home.  
 
    She felt something strike her face, and that outside influence made her aware of sounds that had been present but hadn’t registered. A voice said, “Sir, it may not be advisable to move her head or slap her.” 
 
    Next, she heard another man speak, and it was Stiles, confirming he was less than a couple of feet away on her left. He wanted to take her to Louisville with six men, and he wanted them to “kill Grayson.”  She realized Dan must be there, looking for her.  
 
    She had no idea what had happened after she’d emptied her gun or the time that had passed, but Stacy was in her father’s car and must have escaped. She was an Immune, like Dan, and Stiles couldn’t control her mind. 
 
    Barb believed she could move if she wanted, to open her eyes, perhaps even to speak despite the dry mouth and tongue she had. But she wondered if she should she let on that she had regained awareness? She felt nauseous, sweaty, shaky, her head hurt, and her heart was still pounding. It occurred to her that they had been trying to rouse her, and perhaps had given her a strong stimulant.  
 
    She decided to feign being unconscious unless Stiles appeared ready to leave her behind when he went to Lousiville. She had no idea where Dan was, but if she could help him, she needed to be close. She was unaware that the comforting feeling she had that her mind was free was due to the broadcast of Immunity from her husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson made his preparations. He started by summoning each of the six elevator cars that serviced the public to the highest floor open to them. As the cars arrived, he used items he found to prop the doors open. He went to each occupied leased property on this floor, which wasn’t many since a single mortgage company occupied the largest space, and displayed his badge to assert his authority, and explained there was an emergency and they needed to evacuate the building. He hurried some of them down on a single elevator, which only slowly returned to the top floor because the other five were not responding to calls. For that reason, he made the last to leave walk down the stairs so he could keep the final elevator on this floor. The alarms must be sounding somewhere below, showing the elevators stuck at floor thirty-eight. 
 
    He knew the evacuated occupants would report his actions to building security, and from there word would reach the police. He went to the service elevator that served even the higher two levels, and when it arrived, he also jammed it open and switched off the service panel. Stiles and his men would need to climb thirty-nine floors to reach the level where the telecommunications room was, which contained the laptop. 
 
    The stairwell doors at each floor swung inward at each floor, and there was a loop handle with a thumb activated latch on the public hallway side of those doors. At the top two floors above thirty-eight, Grayson shoved multiple mop and broom handles through the doors to help hold the doors closed a bit longer from stairwell access. He found electrical power cable on a spool, which he used to tie the loop handles to opposing doors in the same hallway and also tied them to fire hose fixtures on the opposite walls.   
 
    To open the doors into the stairwells, Stiles and his men would have to break the mop and broom handles and pull off the electrical wiring to pry the doors open to exit the stairwells at the top. He had to do this on both service floors above the highest elevator stop on the thirty-eighth floor. The men would have had to run up the stairs from the ground floor. He figured most criminals weren’t known for their athletic stamina, or they wouldn’t have chosen the physically easier lifestyle of crime’s easy money. They would likely arrive winded. 
 
    Next, he rushed to relocate the laptop and its power cord, and the transmitter. The latter required a brief interruption of transmission when it was powered down, and he disconnected the antenna cable to reroute that as well. He placed them all on top of a cable run overhead, and out of sight from anyone standing below. He restarted the loop transmission to continually reinforce the Immunity signal, which had ten or twenty minutes of latency after the signal ended. 
 
    He found some white spray paint and painted the black antenna cable below where it passed through the ceiling of the Telecommunications room. Then he “sacrificed” a similar black coax cable from some other equipment, whose purpose eluded him, just to insert the cut end into a hole he poked into the ceiling with a screwdriver, ten feet from the actual cable. He left the dummy coax connector hanging where the transmitter had originally been. That was to convince Stiles the transmitter was no longer in the room at all and might be on the rooftop now.  
 
    His planning included a scenario where the men with Stiles would penetrate this level, and he’d fight them off as they left the stairwells. When the police arrived, the officers would require the protection of the Immunity signal for long enough to avoid becoming Stiles puppet warriors. Hoping to speed up that intervention, he was about to place a call to his former LMPD boss, Captain Franklin. However, as Robert Burns nearly wrote, the best-laid plans of men and mice often go awry.  
 
    The lights suddenly went out, and the sounds of air circulation went silent. Emergency lights came on in each corridor, as designed when the power failed, and outside light filtered through from outside windows and open office doors. 
 
    The laptop had battery power for several hours. Unfortunately, the transmitter did not. The Immunity transmission stopped, and now there was only the latency of the human mind’s ability to retain the ability to distinguish between external thoughts and the person’s own mental processes. Grayson now had no more than twenty minutes before Stiles gradually regained mind control over those within range of his portable transmitter. His henchmen had apparently reached the subbasement level where power lines entered the building. Calling the police now would only add their guns to help Stiles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    From her location near the underground garage elevators, Stacy watched in surprise when a brown sedan and a white panel van raced down the ramp into the parking garage less than a minute behind her arrival. She hadn’t called her father to tell him she had just arrived because she was afraid he’d come down to make her leave, and expose himself to whatever threats Stiles sent to kill him.  
 
    That appeared to be a good decision as she saw a face behind the wheel of the sedan, which she had committed to memory from pictures her father had given to his family. She ducked as it drove past the car, the driver apparently not noticing the red Dodge Charger backed into a parking spot. The sedan and van screeched to a stop a dozen cars down the lane, close to another gap in parking spaces where there was a maintenance access door labeled Danger, High Voltage. Stiles was here, and the van that followed close on his bumper must hold more of his men.  
 
    She was here to back up her father, but she had intended to join him upstairs, unaware he had disabled the main elevators. Unfortunately, the bad guys arrived just as she had elected to park in a vacant handicapped slot close to the elevators. She came armed, of course, and she wasn’t alone. 
 
    She had her Dad’s former ankle gun in her pocket, and on the rear seat was Uncle Casey’s 12 gauge shotgun, loaded with deer slugs, and his stainless-steel Marlin 1895SBL lever-action rifle, chambered for the .45-70 U.S. Government cartridge. Casey used both for deer hunting, but he’d not bought the Marlin until after watching Jurassic World. Not that he expected to ever meet a dinosaur in Kentucky; He just thought the short, lightweight rifle looked cool.  
 
    She couldn’t wield all three weapons simultaneously, of course. That’s why Carl was with her. Besides, he’d refused to let her go alone when he saw the guns she removed from her Uncle’s house. He would carry the 7+1 shot Marlin, and she had the pistol and the Remington pump shotgun, with its 4+1 deer slug capacity. They had additional shells in their pockets. 
 
    What to do now was a problem. To reach the two garage elevators or the stairwell next to them meant the gun-toting teens would potentially be visible to those in the sedan and van.  The side slide door of the van opened, and three men stepped out, one carrying a long, double-handed tool. Stiles got out of the sedan, with another three men joining him from that car. The man with the tool walked to the maintenance door, which had a heavy padlock on a hasp.  
 
    The tool proved to be a bolt cutter, and with some effort, and two tries, the man cut through the heavy padlock, releasing the slide hasp, and he swung the door open. Inside was a power distribution center. He flicked on the lights and entered, Stiles right behind him, and the three men from the sedan and the other two men from the van stood there uselessly, like a highway work crew watching one man shoveling. They were looking through the door, talking low to one another. Three had obvious guns in their waistbands that Carl and Stacy could see. 
 
    Apparently, Stiles noticed the other five men standing around and looking through the open door behind him. Stacy heard him yell angrily. “One of you damned idiots get back and watch over the bitch. She’s the pawn ticket I might need to get my computer and transmitter back.”  
 
    One of the putative idiots, forgetful of how dangerous Stiles could be if displeased, said, “She ain’t moved a muscle, boss. Besides, won’t the transmitter be dead anyway when you cut the power?” 
 
    “Grayson won’t just hand it over to me shit head. It’s why I brought his wife, to make a trade.” 
 
    With a surge of elation, mixed with fear, Stacy whispered, “He has my mother! She’s inside the van. I’ve got to help her.” 
 
    Carl cautioned her, “We can’t get to the van without being seen.”  
 
    “I have to try. Hand me the shotgun butt first after I climb out.” The windows of the Charger were already down, and the agile gymnast slipped out on the driver’s side, to avoid the risk of a door noise.  
 
    Carl carefully passed her the shotgun, and then pulled his larger frame through the passenger side window. Adjacent vehicles shielded them from view by the men farther up the lane. One of the men was now walking back towards the van, and if Stacy or Carl moved from cover in that direction, he’d see them. They’d have to wait for him to get inside and then rush up, using other cars and the van as cover from the other men. 
 
    Carl was pulling the Marlin through the rear passenger window when he heard Stacy gasp. The left side rear door of the van opened slowly, and a woman’s head appeared, cautiously looking around. 
 
    “It’s my Mom.” Stacy stage-whispered to Carl through the Charger’s open windows. 
 
    The man approaching the van from its right side couldn’t see into its rear, but Barb only had seconds before he’d be in a position to see into the interior. 
 
    Abruptly, with a chime, one of the two garage elevators opened. They served only the garage levels and the main lobby. Four animated people stepped out, talking excitedly, one of them on her phone. They had been evicted from an upper floor by a man with a badge and a gun, claiming there was some unexplained emergency, telling them they should completely leave the building for their safety. Now the central elevators couldn’t descend, indicating someone had held them on the top floor. People in the middle were stranded unless they used the stairs. Building security had advised them that they would call the police and fire department. Four of those evicted decided to move their vehicles out of the garage, in case there was a fire or bomb threat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Barb had endured the improper touching by the crude talking men that moved her, dressed as she was in the open-backed hospital style gown. Despite their crudity, the handling had been gentle enough. Four men, one of which was Doc Fowler, moved her out the rear exit of the clinic, placing her on impromptu bedding Fowler formed from pillows and folded blankets in a van. She had continued to pretend to be comatose because Stiles had decided a living unconscious hostage was more useful to him than none at all. 
 
    Three men rode in the van, one driving, and two seated on the rear floor to hold her as steady as practical, particularly her head. In crude amusement, they each felt it necessary to prevent her firm breasts from moving as well, each time the van made sharp turns. She was grateful she still had on her adult pull-up, despite it having absorbed urine since her last change, apparently yesterday. At least the fondling didn’t go lower for that same reason. Stiles had sternly warned them to leave her alone, although her current state of sanitation probably wouldn’t have stopped them from taking far greater liberties without that warning. 
 
    It was maddening not to be able to risk opening her eyes as they drove, although she was aware she had been held in Jeffersonville and was now on the way to downtown Louisville. They were going to one of the tallest buildings where Dan had co-opted a mind control transmitter system belonging to Stiles. Oddly, she sensed something mentally comforting, and from conversations she overheard, she learned Dan was broadcasting a mental signal that rendered Stiles’ mind control impossible. At least for a limited radius around the city.  
 
    That seemed puzzling to her because she sensed thoughts from Stiles multiple times. Apparently, he was so accustomed to doing it that he couldn’t easily stop, even when it didn’t work. She experienced it in three distinct modes.  
 
    The strongest thoughts she sensed was when he focused his mind directly on her specifically, to force her to respond to him, such as to open her eyes, or to move. Those were strong and clear in her mind. A slightly weaker mode were thoughts he intended for everyone around him, to affect an entire group. The weakest mode was like overhearing a nearby phone conversation. Not as strong, and intended only for one person, but she still found that it was understandable. 
 
    The oddest part was that she always knew what she sensed in her mind came from Stiles, and seemed as distinctive as his real voice was. She also always knew what direction he was from her, and how far away. On multiple occasions as they drove to Louisville, he attempted mind control of someone, despite it not working. He seldom seemed more than four or five car lengths away, ahead of the van carrying her. She didn’t think the other men sensed this as sharply as she did, but the three men in the van with her mentioned it uncomfortably a few times when they sensed that he had tried to influence them. From their comments, she knew they had never been aware when he entered their minds in the past. They were aware now that it was the new transmission Stiles wanted ended that permitted them to sense the commands from him, but they felt no automatic compulsion to obey. They did obey, however, out of previous conditioning and self-preservation. After years of mind control, they found that obeying Stiles without that compulsion felt natural. He also promised them a lot of money and power over other people he said he could control with his radio system. 
 
    Today they were uncomfortable sensing when he sent his thoughts to them, but talked comfortably about being aware that he’d always had this ability, even though they’d not been able to sense it previously. Stiles had helped them make good money; he had protected these career criminals from the law, and from other unpleasant consequences that followed from pursuing that lifestyle. They didn’t call themselves Tools, a term they’d never heard. Stiles hadn’t shared that unflattering term with them. 
 
    When Barb realized all three men in the van with her had gotten out, she cautiously opened her eyes, finding there was a sticky residue on her eyelids, making it difficult to open them. She managed to get her left eye open and saw she was in subdued lighting, and through the open side door, confirmed her suspicion she was in a parking garage. She used her hand, somewhat shaky, to pull open her right eyelid. Her first deliberate movements since she regained consciousness proved how weak her muscles felt. The comments she’d overheard about being held for weeks told her she needed to move cautiously at first. 
 
    Turning her head, she saw a couple of the men’s backs, apparently watching something, and talking low. She pushed herself to a sitting position on the pillows and blankets and saw her bare feet were close to the rear double doors of what must be a commercial type van. The doors had no windows, but she needed to see what was out there if she wanted to escape. On hands and knees, she quietly turned a door handle and pushed open the right-side door. She saw parked cars, and outside light from the garage entrance shown down the lane, supplemented by fluorescent lights overhead.  
 
    She looked out and scanned her surroundings on each side, looking for where she could go or hide. Hiding seemed pointless so close to the van, so she searched for somewhere to go. That’s when she heard Stiles voice echoing, telling one of his “idiots” to return to the van. She needed to make her move now and had to use the van and adjacent cars for cover. 
 
    She stepped through the open rear door just as a chime sounded, and four people walked out of an elevator a dozen parking spots away. They weren't looking her way and appeared to be having a group discussion. They wouldn’t know what was happening, and the men with Stiles had guns. These strangers wouldn’t rush to help her against armed men. She stepped towards the line of vehicles on the side away from the men, intending to move to the next lane over. The direct route to the elevator would expose her to her captor’s view and might provoke comments from the strangers, drawing attention to herself sooner. Dressed in an old-style hospital gown with loose ties in back, she’d be noticed even in the subdued light. 
 
    Suddenly, the overhead lights went out, as did the light from within the still open elevator. The power was off. Barb only had the indirect glow of outside daylight coming down the ramp to the underground parking garage. Fortunately, her eyes were adapted to dim light because they’d been closed so long, which allowed her to quickly move towards the nearest parked cars and the other parking lane. She wanted to put distance between her and the van. 
 
    She heard the four people from the elevator, one man and three women, make surprised exclamations about the loss of power, their forms outlined against the back glow of outside light. Stepping from between vehicles in the line of parked cars, just this side of the elevators, the figure of a slender woman in genes appeared, who started walking her way.  
 
    Barb moved as quickly as she could towards the next lane, her legs unexpectedly stiffer and weaker than she expected for someone who normally was physically active. 
 
    A man’s voice called out from the other side of the van, “Hey, she’s gone!” 
 
    A deafeningly loud boom startled Barb as it echoed hugely in the garage. She assumed the man approaching the van had fired a shot at her, but the shout of pain came from behind her. It was the same man’s voice. 
 
    The next shout was a female voice. It was familiar. “Mom, run for the stairs. We’ll cover you.” The slender woman was running towards her, holding a long barreled weapon. 
 
    Barb asked uncertainly, “Stacy?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stacy watched her mother step carefully from the rear of the van, keeping it between her and the men over where Stiles had gone. Abruptly, the ceiling lights went out. She needed to take advantage.  
 
    “Cover me, Carl; I’ll go get her.” She’d spoken low and decided the four strangers from the elevator would deflect suspicion if she seemed to have arrived with them. She stepped out into the parking lane; shotgun held vertically down behind her right leg for concealment. She heard a “snick” sound as Carl moved the safety of the rifle to the off position. They both had rounds chambered. 
 
    She fumbled for a moment to press her safety and heard the man approaching the van shout when he realized their prisoner was gone. As he reached towards the gun in his waistband, Stacy swung the shotgun up and around. He was moving faster now, but he was peering into the van, ignoring Stacy. Perhaps he expected the captive to be hiding inside. He never noticed the slim figure outlined by the glare behind her, with her arms held oddly high. The blast and impact of the slug from the 12 gauge tore into his left side, high on his rib cage. He screamed, dropped his pistol, and crumpled to his knees as he clutched at his side. 
 
    Stacy shouted for her mother to run for the stairs, not realizing her mother didn’t know where they were. Regardless, the instant Barb realized the shooter was Stacy she called her name and started a fast shuffle in her direction. The stiffness dwindled with every step, and the joy of knowing her daughter was safe energized her. 
 
    Stiles orders and the shouts from his men echoed, as Stacy rushed to her mother. There was no time for hugs or greetings. “The stairs are by the elevators, Mom. Carl will cover us while I help get you there.”  
 
    Behind them was another yell. “I see her. She’s heading for the elevator with another woman. Archer’s been’s shot.” 
 
     Stiles, the cooler head, yelled, “The elevators are dead with the power off. Grayson must have been waiting to ambush us. Kill them.” 
 
    Stacy helped her mother run but moved them closer to the line of parked cars for better cover.  
 
    “Stacy, you’re blocking my shot.” That was Carl, who was aiming the Marlin over the trunk of the Charger, his left elbow resting on the spoiler. 
 
    Barb was surprised to hear Carl’s voice. “Where’s your Dad?” 
 
    “On the thirty-eighth floor the last time I talked to him, a half hour ago. He told me not to come. He’s in possession of a mental transmitter that Stiles wants back. I think you were brought here to make a trade.”  
 
    Barb noticed something. “Was that the signal I felt? It just quit when the power failed.” 
 
    Stacy, shifting their path farther out of Carl’s firing lane, suddenly realized her mother was right. “You could feel that?”  
 
    Two shots rang out from well behind them, and a scream of pain sounded from a woman twenty feet ahead. One of the people from the elevator had become collateral damage. A return shot and flash came from over the Charger’s trunk, answered by a man’s grunt back near the van. 
 
    “I aimed at the gun flash,” Carl said, the dimness making it hard to see targets deeper into the gloom. With two men down, it had the desired effect. There were no shots for over thirty seconds as the three, with Carl running behind them, passed the last parked car, and moved next to the wall where the elevators were, using the cover of the line of parked cars behind them. 
 
    There was a fearful looking man there, just inside the still open elevator, who had pulled the wounded woman in with him. He was frantically pressing the Up button in a panic, oblivious to the power failure. He raised his hands and pleaded as the three came near. “Don’t shoot, I’m not armed.” 
 
    The woman had been shot in the back of her left shoulder when she’d started running for the entrance ramp with the others. The other two women were running up the ramp now, and the man, frightened but showing courage, had tried to pull the injured woman to safety.  
 
    Stacy said, “We didn’t shoot her mister. There are men from that van that were shooting at us, and they missed. They kidnapped my mother,” she pointed, knowing the flapping hospital gown offered a degree of visual support.  
 
    “She escaped from them before they could make an exchange. It’s part of why they killed the power. They want her back.” 
 
    Another shot sounded from Carl, as he leaned out of the elevator, and a return wild shot ricocheted from the wall, reminding them that they were still in danger, and outgunned. 
 
    Stacy said, “We need to get out of the basement, and the stairs are all we have. Running to the ramp will get us shot in the back like her.” Stacy bent down and checked the woman, who was conscious but bleeding from a wound high on her shoulder. 
 
    Carl said, “They’re working their way closer, using cars for cover. We need to go. I’ll cover you when you go.” 
 
    Barb asked, “Stacy, why is your father upstairs and not here? I know he’d come armed.” 
 
    “I’ll explain as we go. Dad didn’t want me here, and he didn’t know what Stiles would do or how many men he’d bring with him.” She shifted her attention to the man, and the injured woman. 
 
    “Those men only want us, but they might not know you aren’t with us. If you help her stand, and run to the stairwell next to us, Carl and I will fire at them to keep their heads down.” She held up her shotgun. “We’ll go up behind you. How many flights to the lobby?” 
 
    “Just one,” the man answered, as he helped the groaning woman stand. 
 
    “Janice, I’ll help you up the steps,” he assured the woman. 
 
    There was a flurry of four shots from the gloom, and Carl fired off a shot and levered another ready. “We need to keep their heads down Stacy, while they run the ten feet to the stairwell door.” 
 
    Stacy stood with her shotgun. “Mom, go with them. Carl and I will fire off some shots to keep them ducking.” 
 
    As the man stood by the open elevator door, looking into the gloom, he said, “You’re with the man with a gun and badge that told us to get out of the building.”  
 
    “That was my father. Start your run as soon as we start shooting.” 
 
    She pumped the shotgun and brought it to her shoulder before stepping out of the shelter of the elevator. When she appeared, two shots quickly rang out, marked by their flashes. She picked one, and the shotgun blasted. Carl fired also, and neither knew if they picked the same target. A yell of anger told them they came close. 
 
    The man and woman, Barb behind them, rushed from the cover of the elevator and headed for the stairwell door adjacent to the elevator, as another shotgun blast sounded, with two shots from the Marlin as fast as Carl could lever the rounds. 
 
    The instant the stairway door opened, Stacy fired at movement and hurried towards the stairwell. Carl fired at another gun flash as he crouched and backed with her. They ducked inside, but Stacy used her foot at the base to hold it partly open. 
 
    “Fire off a couple of more rounds, Carl, while I reload. I’ll jam one of my ejected casings under the door bottom to hold it partly open. After you reload, I’ll shoot once before we run up the stairs. With the door half open they can’t tell if we’re waiting for them to expose themselves. That will slow them down.”  
 
    Standing in the doorway, she reached into her pocket and loaded four slugs in the shotgun, forced to pump one into the chamber to fit the last shell. Carl popped around the door frame and triggered a shot, and then changed his elevation before the next shot. Stacy picked up her last used shell and shoved it under the door at the middle, then in a crouch, she extended her leg along the floor and used her foot to kick it under tight. A bullet struck the door’s window, showering her with small glass fragments, but when she pulled back, the door stayed half open. 
 
    Carl’s rifle was empty, forcing him to reload. From near floor level, Stacy cautiously leaned around the door frame. She saw a man squatting behind a car. He was duck walking closer. She fired just as he saw her barrel appear. He jumped back in desperation, and the slug struck the edge of the rear quarter panel, directly in front of where he’d been. The slug went completely through and sprayed some of the plastic bumper material in his face. He crawled farther back.  
 
    “I’ve reloaded, let’s go.” Carl tapped her on the shoulder. They no longer heard footsteps in the stairwell above them so the other three may have reached the lobby level. 
 
    “Step lightly,” she cautioned. “They might hear us leaving.” 
 
    As they started up, she sensed a group thought from Stiles. It was intended for his four ambulatory men, but she picked it up clearly. 
 
    Rush them damn it, don’t let them reach the lobby. 
 
    Stacy considered what this might mean. The Immune transmission had ended, but how long ago was that? There was a lag time before a person became a Susceptible again. She felt reassured when Carl said, “I sensed that. But it wasn’t as obvious as it was earlier.” 
 
    “Dad told me how to make you immune again if you stay within a hundred feet of me, I did it for my aunt and uncle. I’ll do it for you now, but it only lasts about fifteen or twenty minutes, I think. You need to remind me every ten minutes if I get distracted.” She followed her Dad’s instructions but forgot to make it specific to Carl by name or intent. She used what was effectively a group send.  
 
     Ignore external thoughts. No one can control your mind.  
 
    Stiles proved he was within a hundred feet of her and he quickly demonstrated that his double Controller genes allowed him to sense what she had sent.  
 
    I pay my men well, you little bitch. They aren’t here because I made them come, they already have temporary immunity. Poke your head out that door again to see what I mean. 
 
    Two shots struck the door on the heels of his mental transmission. It was so soon that Stacy knew it was Stiles that fired, not his men, to demonstrate his point. She also realized that she had just reset the Immunity of his men, at least those within a hundred feet, for another fifteen minutes. They would still try to kill her, but Stiles couldn’t force them to sacrifice themselves in the process. They still possessed a sense of self-preservation. 
 
    They went up the stairs as silently as they could. At the top landing, Barb was waiting, holding the door open for them. The man and wounded woman were nowhere in sight, but several men stood looking curiously at the attractive woman with an open-backed hospital gown, showing her shapely backside. They instantly seemed to lose interest, at least an obvious interest, when two armed teenagers appeared at the same doorway. Some of them ran into the restaurant, and others, seeing the elevators were still out of service, rushed out the front doors. 
 
    Barb explained the absence of the man and wounded woman named Janice. “The man took the woman out the front doors to flag a taxi. There are multiple hospitals downtown.”  
 
    Changing mental gears, she asked, “Can you call your Dad? He needs to know he doesn’t need to trade that transmitter for me. I’m afraid he might do that.” 
 
    Another shot echoed from below, reminding them their pursuers would soon be emboldened if there was no return fire.  
 
    Stacy, aiming her shotgun down the stairs, over the rail to cover the second of two turns, pulled out her phone and activated it with her fingerprint. She passed it to her mother. “Call him. I can’t let them get up here. We need to decide where we go from here. I think we’d be trapped upstairs.” 
 
    Accepting the phone, Barb pressed the speed dial for “Dad.” 
 
    Answering on the third ring, Dan sounded winded and hurried. “Stacy, I’m busy.” 
 
    “Hi, Dan. Did you miss me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The loss of power, a simple detail he’d overlooked, changed everything Grayson had planned. Stiles and his men were already in the building, and Stiles would be able to control other people in as early as fifteen minutes at the weaker outer range of the just ended transmission, as their Immunity wore off. Fortunately, 39 floors made for a long climb for his thugs.  
 
    He knew Stiles had been in Jeffersonville when he sensed his direct message to him, followed by the phone call. He’d felt like he was no more than five miles away, the river was a mile wide, and this building was perhaps a half mile from the river bank on this side. That meant it wasn’t a long drive over the Interstate bridge. 
 
    He rushed to collect the laptop, and it’s attached cellphone-like mental signal sensor. He left the transmitter hidden where it was, as too bulky to carry, and the easiest component for Stiles to replace anyway. 
 
    He no longer had a reason to wait up here for them, and he didn’t want the police to respond now, although he knew they would inevitably come. He pondered how he would descend. He couldn’t release an elevator to descend without building power, but that would have signaled someone to wait for it to arrive. He selected stairwell 2, which exited the farthest from the entrance to the underground garage, where Stiles men had killed the power. He assumed Stiles and his men would likely use the closest stairwell to the garage entrance to come after him. He didn’t for a moment think there was anyone who could delay them. He quickly tossed away the mops barring the door to stairwell 2 and used the side cutters he’d found earlier to cut the electrical cable that tied the door closed.  
 
    He listened briefly before starting down the stairs when he heard distant voices. Then realized it was people descending because of the power failure, and the earlier reports of the elevator malfunctions. It sounded like he’d expect an orderly evacuation to sound. He tucked the laptop under his left arm, stuck the cellphone-like device in a pocket, and commenced his race down the steps, a confiscated gun in each coat pocket flopping at his hips, and his 9 MM in its shoulder holster.  
 
    He estimated he was descending a floor every twenty seconds, but he wanted to be certain he didn’t rush into an armed man coming up that was looking for him. He calculated it would take him fifteen minutes to descend to the lobby level without being completely out of breath. By then, the Immunity signal’s effect might have worn off people several miles away. Fortunately, he’d sense when Stiles sent anyone a mental control message and would know what he ordered them to do. 
 
    He rushed past a few dozen people that looked at him strangely and called out questions, which he ignored. He slowed passing the fourth floor when his phone started ringing. He paused to look at the caller ID and saw it was from Stacy. He didn’t have time for another debate with her! He tried to catch his breath and answered. 
 
    “Stacy, I’m busy.” 
 
    “Hi, Dan. Did you miss me?” 
 
    He nearly tripped on the next step. 
 
    “Barbara?” He abruptly sat down, his tired knees too weak at that moment to support him. The emotions he’d been suppressing shook him to his core. The voice and light-hearted tone were unmistakable. She was alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stiles checked his watch. He estimated that he’d soon regain full mental control. Not of his four remaining men, because that little shit, the Grayson girl, had renewed their resistance when they were within a hundred feet of her. However, with his portable transmitter unit working, he wasn’t limited to that hundred foot radius. There were thousands of people outside her range and her father’s that were about to become Susceptible to him again. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he could inculcate enough people with a strong enough preconditioned compulsion to continue to attack the Grayson’s at close range, as they frantically broadcast their Immunity to several thousand attackers. Nevertheless, he could keep those two on the defense, hiding from people who could shoot at them from more than a hundred feet away. The police would become his Tools if needed today.  
 
    In the final analysis, he was perfectly willing to keep them both trapped in the building while he had it surrounded, and forced the people to set it ablaze. He’d prevent firefighters from responding.  
 
    Thinking of the future, he’d have multiple powerful transmitter systems placed all around the territory he intended to hold next time, so an Immune couldn’t easily reach them all, nor long survive the Hell he’d unleash on them. Ruthless and bloody destruction had been an occasional fantasy of his, but the physical range limits of his power restrained him. Those limits were going to all but vanish, if he had his way. 
 
    For now, he had to endure the Immunity that bastard had projected. He needed to do what Grayson had done. Use his wits.  
 
    “Jackson, get in the van and drive it up to street level. We don't need to go up those damned stairs. Anson, you ride with him. One of you go in the front door, the other use the side entrance to get behind them. Try to look like you belong there. Don’t flash your guns openly and pretend you’re innocent visitors. Then grab Grayson’s wife and his kid if you can. Kill them if they see you coming.” 
 
    When there were no shots out of the stairway door as the van sped past, he told the other two men to get closer to the stairway door. He did the same, demonstrating he was willing to share the risk. He assumed Grayson’s kid and her boyfriend had moved up the steps to an ambush position near the top. There’d be no cover inside the stairwell for anyone chasing after them. But by shooting through the open door a few times, he might hold their attention for the minutes he needed. It wouldn’t take long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Answering Dan’s question of where she was, Barb talked in an excited, breathless rush that gave him no gap to insert a word. “I escaped from a van Stiles brought me over here in because they thought I was still comatose. They administered several strong stimulants I think, which did wake me, but I played unconscious. They all went to watch the power get cut like idiots, and I escaped. One of them realized I was gone and gave the alarm. Suddenly, out of nowhere, Stacy appeared and shot the asshole that was chasing me. Carl shot another one of them, and they both held them off while me and two other people, one of them a wounded woman, got out of the garage. So here I am in the frigging lobby, in a damned hospital gown with my ass hanging out. Where are you?” 
 
    Still emotionally stunned, Dan struggled to absorb the rush of words from his unbelievably resurrected wife. “Wait!” He said. “Stacy’s here with you, and she shot someone?” 
 
    “Carl shot one of them too, weren’t you listening? You mean you didn’t bring them with you?” 
 
    “God no! I told her to stay away. You said you’re in the lobby? I’ll be right there.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and despite tired legs, started taking two and three steps at a time, racing to reach the ground floor to help them against Stiles. 
 
    He passed more people on the second floor, one of whom recognized the man with a badge that ordered him to leave the 38th floor. He asked an annoyed sounding question. “Hey, pal! Was the power failure the big damned emergency you meant?” 
 
    “No,” he shouted back as he passed. “It’s armed men ready to blow your head off if you get in their way. Get as far from the building as you can.” He pushed through the ground level door into the area adjacent to the central elevators. It took a moment to orient himself after the repeated turnings in the stairwell.  
 
    Where’s the entrance to the garage? He muttered to himself. 
 
    A man’s shout drew Grayson’s attention in the right direction. “Drop your shotgun, or I’ll shoot her.” 
 
    He saw the man who shouted, and he had a burly left arm around his wife’s waist, a gun held to her right side. He was shouting at someone just inside the door leading to the garage stairs.  
 
    Whoever was there had a shotgun, and its barrel was protruding from around the door frame, aimed at the man behind Barb. It had to be Stacy because Carl had his arms raised, both hands holding a rifle overhead. A second man had a gun pressed to Carl’s head from behind, and he snatched the rifle away. Somehow these two men had gotten behind the inexperienced youngsters, who probably thought they had Stiles and his crew bottled up at the base of the stairs. 
 
    Grayson heard his daughter's voice come through the doorway. “If I drop my gun, you’ll shoot me anyway. Carl has you covered too.” She couldn’t see they had also captured and disarmed him. 
 
    Drawing his pistol, Grayson knew he couldn’t possibly take down both men quickly enough at his current distance with his 9 MM. They would likely have time to shoot Barb and Carl, probably killing them. Holding the laptop dangling in his left hand with its top forward, he held his gun in the back for concealment. He walked steadily towards the two men, thinking furiously of how he might arrange a trade of the laptop for the hostages. 
 
    Before the standoff culminated in gunfire, he needed to draw the attention of the two men to himself. They were hiding behind Barb and Carl in the event Stacy risked a shot at either of them. He was at a right angle to them, potentially with a side shot. 
 
    “I have Stiles laptop to trade!” he shouted, holding it forward as if using two arms to support it, his gun still hidden. “If it gets destroyed because you got reckless, you know he’ll kill you.”  
 
    They naturally looked his way, but the man holding Barb couldn’t pivot to stay behind her without exposing his side to Stacy’s shotgun. The thug holding Carl didn’t share that risk and dropped the rifle to grab the boys shirt collar as he stepped behind his shield, pulling him closer, his gun barrel stuck in Carl’s ear. 
 
    Grayson made things clearer. “If either of you shoots a hostage, you’ll lose your only cover, and you’ll die. If I smash this laptop that Stiles wants so bad, he’ll kill you for losing the only chance he had to make a trade. You know he doesn’t forgive mistakes.” He hoped they believed that. 
 
    Hearing her Dad’s voice, Stacy needed to tell him something he couldn’t know. “Dad, Stiles can’t Control them. I reinforced the Immune block before your transmission wore off. That was only five minutes ago.” 
 
    With the shouts echoing in the lobby, and guns displayed, the bystanders were taking cover or ducking out other exits. The open door of the garage stairwell funneled the shouts to where Stiles could hear enough to grasp what was happening. His men had hostages, and Grayson was up there with his equipment. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to force his men to die for him to kill Grayson. He was forced to use his voice and negotiation rather than Mind Control. That was an option that had always produced considerably less success for him in the past. He shouted up the stairwell anyway. 
 
    “Jackson, is it safe for us to come up the stairs?” 
 
    “No, Sir. The girl is in there with a shotgun.” 
 
    “Do you and Anson have her mother and boyfriend?” 
 
    “I have the woman, Anson has the boyfriend. Grayson is here in the lobby with your laptop. Says he’ll trade.” 
 
     “She didn’t drop her weapon when you got her mother? I heard you tell her.” 
 
    “No. It’s still aimed my way.” 
 
    “Perhaps she loves her boyfriend more.”  
 
    Stiles shouted up to Stacy directly. “Stacy put down your shotgun, or I’ll make Anson kill Carl. I don’t need him for a trade.” 
 
    Barb yelled, passion and determination in her voice. “Don’t do it, baby! We’re all dead if you do that. Stiles shot me while I was standing in the street after he made me stop moving and my gun was empty.” 
 
    Grayson heard the words, but he also oddly sensed them. It was a bit confusing because they arrived almost simultaneously with a strange echo effect. He questioned what he felt, but it centered near where his ears told him the words originated. His mind knew what he sensed,  but it wasn’t Stiles.  
 
    Stacy, sounding puzzled, asked a question that on the surface seemed odd. “Was that you Mom?” 
 
    In a snide tone, Jackson answered, “It sure wasn’t me stupid.” To Barb, he said, “Keep your damned mouth shut, or I’ll shoot you in the thigh and watch you bleed.” 
 
    Grayson realized the significance of Stacy’s question. She was as confused as he was. It didn’t seem possible, but she felt what he had. He reconsidered what his daughter had just told him about renewing Immunity for Stiles’ henchmen.  
 
    Stiles was bluffing when he said he’d make Anson kill Carl. He might order that verbally, but he couldn’t Control him to do so. Anson, on the other hand, needed Carl as his protective shield, and he surely knew Grayson came armed. 
 
    Grayson considered how he and Stacy conferred Immunity on other people. He had an Idea, and it was worth a try because Stiles had two more gunmen with him, and before long he’d control a mob that had lost their temporary immunity from the broadcast that ended when the power died.  
 
    Time was running out, and he needed to try a bit of manipulation. “I don't want anyone shot. Even you two assholes if it puts my family at risk. Stacy?” He called to her.  
 
    “Yeah, Dad?”  
 
    “Keep the stairs blocked, but I think Jackson and Anson would feel safer if they joined each other.  They won’t start shooting if they don’t feel so isolated and exposed. 
 
    “Jackson, you can move towards Anson and Carl, and we won’t interfere. That way you can support one another. No need for any shooting to start, which you might not survive even if you hit me.” He let his 9 MM show from behind the laptop. 
 
    Jackson’s eyes widened, and he realized he would be exposed to Stacy or Grayson’s guns if he did anything to his hostage. He started cautiously moving closer to Anson and Carl. 
 
    Grayson needed to alert his wife, but not be too obvious. He spoke lower, hoping his words wouldn’t reach the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Barb, don’t resist. Go with him. Remember what Mike showed us when we were in Elizabethtown. You are exactly like Mike, so if he could do this, so can you. Believe me; It’s all a matter of setting your mind to do what you need to do. These men are immune only because Stacy and I gave that ability to them. No one can control them while they have Immunity. 
 
    “Know this: the Lord gives, and the Lord takes away. I’ll take what Stacy and I give away when I make the trade for you and Carl with this laptop. Think your way through the rest.” 
 
    Jackson, joining Anson, sneered and said, “Screw you and your Goddamned religious bullshit, Grayson. You’d better pray I don't decide to kill her while I make you watch. Think your way through that, shit head.” 
 
    Stacy had shifted to the other side of the doorway to still aim at Jackson, who now had Barb positioned better between his two potential attackers, with Anson at his side. 
 
    Grayson was ready to act. “Jackson, how about I trade you the laptop for my wife? You pick it up and let her go. Anson will still have his gun on Carl, and you’ll still have him as a hostage. We can work out another exchange with your boss, and then everybody goes home safe. Stiles rewards success with money.” 
 
    Jackson looked interested. “How are you gonna get the laptop to me? You ain’t coming any closer to me with that gun in your hand.” 
 
    “I’ll slide the computer over, and you let my wife go when you pick it up.”  
 
    Without a pause for agreement, Grayson said, “Barb, this will be the trade, and Anson will still have a gun. The Lord is about to take Immunity away.” 
 
    Looking directly at Anson, a strained expression on his face, Grayson slowly crouched low and set the laptop on the slick pink granite floor, his gun still pointed towards Jackson, peering from behind Barb. He glanced at Stacy, then looked at Jackson with the same seeming strain on his face before he shoved hard on the laptop, sending it sliding and turning slowly on the polished floor, like a large square shuffleboard cue. 
 
    It slid a bit wide of where Jackson stood but stopped only two feet away. He bent to retrieve the computer, taking a half step. 
 
    Grayson looked at his wife. If she understood and did what he hoped she could do it would work out for them. If not, it was entirely up to him, and he hoped Stacy could help him save Barb and Carl. He was willing to die to do that. 
 
    Jackson touched the edge of the laptop and rotated it to reach under a corner, his gun’s aim drifting away from Barb slightly as he watched Grayson every second for any sign of trickery. He looked surprised at the gunshot and the feel of the bullet’s impact as it tore through the left side of his neck and out the right in a spray of blood.  
 
    He turned his head to look where the shot originated, and his shock increased when he was struck again by a second and third bullet to his chest, fired by his accomplice, Anson. Carl abruptly dropped to the floor as Barb stepped over the dying Jackson, away from Anson, who was suddenly blasted by a shotgun slug, and simultaneously ripped by several 9 MM bullets while he stood fully exposed and unmoving, his weapon still aimed at his victim, Jackson.   
 
      Even as Anson collapsed, Barb recovered Jackson’s pistol from his dead hand, and Grayson rushed to her side. Stacy stepped through the stairwell doorway, but at a shout from Stiles below, she turned back. 
 
    “Jackson, Anson, did you kill them? Do you have my laptop?”  
 
     “Jackson has the laptop,” Grayson shouted back, answering him honestly. “But he won’t be giving it to anyone.”  
 
    He rushed over and kissed his wife quickly, winked, and ignored Carl’s confused question as he rose to his knees asking, “What just happened?” 
 
    Grayson picked up the Marlin, and told him, “Ask Stacy and Mrs. Grayson. I have to run.” 
 
    He spoke to Stacy in a low voice. “I know you sensed what I did, so explain it to him. But first, fire a shot down the stairwell. I want you to convince Stiles to get the Hell away from us. You have two more guns from Jackson and Anson to provide added firepower if they try to rush the stairs.”  
 
    He turned, patted Barb on her exposed and diapered rump, and said, “Better figure out how to use those ties dear, people are staring.” He laughed and was gone. Headed towards a side exit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Stiles, the flurry of gunshots reverberating down the stairwell confirmed his suspicion at what he’d sensed. He voiced his bitching to his two remaining men, who didn’t have a clue what he meant. “I didn’t think Grayson would come alone. There’s another BII agent with him who stayed mentally silent, so I wouldn’t know what I was facing. I don't know how their Compeller managed to get past the Immune resistance that girl gave them, but Anson obeyed the orders. I notice neither of you useless turds has gotten free of her Immunity transmission yet.” 
 
    He knew they hadn’t because he’d tried to send Arlo or Stan upstairs, guns blazing, using his Control ability. Arlo, one of Stiles former Shields knew how callous the boss could be, and had merely looked at him fearfully. “Sir, they’d see us coming. There ain’t no cover on the stairs. We don’t have body armor or helmets either. You said that shit wasn’t needed. That you’d stop everybody with your thoughts.” 
 
    A shotgun blast suddenly sounded in the stairwell as a reminder, and the slug ricocheted from the walls. With four henchmen dead or dying, and no hostage to use against Grayson, Stiles knew he had no bargaining power over the BII man from down here.  
 
    Out on the street, however, where his portable transmitter would have more range, he’d set the damn city afire, making the police shoot the rioters he’d send against them and the firemen. That carnage would teach the BII to stay the Hell out of his way after the congressional investigations into the agency’s carelessness came to light. The destruction and death toll in Louisville would make Seoul seem tame. 
 
    Stiles needed to get up to street level quickly, and as safely as possible. “Arlo, Stan, get in the car. I need to reach the street for the best broadcast range.” He patted his portable transmitter on his belt.  
 
    “The damned citizens should be losing their resistance to me by the minute, and Grayson and his brat can’t protect anyone beyond a hundred feet. In five minutes I’ll have this building surrounded by a screaming mob, and in fifteen minutes the inferno will start. I’ll drive, you two keep their heads down if they try to stop us.” 
 
    The three men ran to the sedan, the henchmen lagging behind, looking at one another, trying to figure how this fit of rage by Stiles was going to make them rich and powerful men locally. That was something Stiles had promised them.  
 
    They passed Bob Scanlon’s body between two cars. He’d taken a large caliber rifle bullet to the face as he stared down his gun’s sights after firing twice at fleeing figures. He’d managed only to hit a woman bystander that apparently had stepped out of an elevator. Andy Archer laid where he’d fallen, next to where the van was once parked. Stiles didn’t even check the two men to see if they were still breathing. He had written them off as less than useful. 
 
    Stiles started the car, did a three-point turn in the parking lane in front of the power room, and started accelerating towards the exit gate at the base of the ramp. He ducked as he drove by the elevators and stairs, in case one of the Graysons had descended. He’d lowered the windows on the left side, with Arlo and Stan poised in the back to fire at anyone they saw, but no shots rang out. It was all clear from this point, and he slowed to crash through the gate arm where he was supposed to insert a validated parking pass from an upstairs business. The arm shattered and pieces flew to the sides as he started up the ramp. 
 
    Pedestrians were crossing on the sidewalk up ahead at the exit street, so he blew his horn as he went up the ramp. That wasn’t out of concern for them, but if he hit someone, they might fly over the hood and smash through the windshield.  
 
    One pedestrian, instead of stopping, rushed to the center of the exit lane and turned to face the oncoming vehicle. The silhouette was a man, and the figure raised a rifle aimed at the driver. With an unmanly sounding screech, Stiles recognized Grayson, and even before he saw the muzzle flash, he threw himself to the right as he tromped on the accelerator. 
 
    The upslope and vehicle inertia prevented the surge Stiles wanted, as the tires squealed, and the .45-70 round punched through the windshield. It would have struck him in the hollow at the base of his throat had he not reacted so quickly, using the steering wheel to force himself down and to the side. The spalling of glass stung the left side of his face and ear. 
 
    The bullet missed its intended target, and flew over the back of the driver’s seat, through the headrest and smashed into the back of Arlo’s skull, who was still watching for anyone that might step out of the stairwell door to shoot at them as they fled.   
 
    Only the other rear passenger, Stan, saw the matador-like move Grayson made, to pivot aside, as the car left the ground slightly when it crossed over the sidewalk. The miss was inadvertently made possible by Stiles, who had turned the steering wheel as he desperately pushed against its lower rim to get as low as possible. He’d nearly been killed previously by gunfire when he didn’t get low enough in a car seat.  
 
    Without guidance, the car bounced hard as it reached the street, and was promptly clipped on the rear left fender by a passing car, sending the sedan into a sideways spin. The car slid into the curb, blowing out the right front tire and breaking an axle. 
 
    Grayson levered shells rapidly and fired three more times, twice through the driver’s window, expecting Stiles head to pop up for a look, and once at movement in the rear seat, as the last gunman fired wildly out the back window in Grayson’s general direction. 
 
    He worked the lever to load another shell, but the tube was empty. Carl had fired multiple times since he’d last reloaded in the garage. Dropping the rifle, Grayson reached for his holstered 9MM as Stan’s raised arm continued blindly firing his semiautomatic through the window in a fan pattern, without him fully lifting his head to see properly. He was counting on the volume of fire to hit his target when he knew Grayson’s general location. Luck and random chance proved him right. A bullet struck Grayson in his right forearm where it crossed his chest, his hand gripping the 9MM.  
 
    The chance intervention of his arm probably saved Grayson’s life for the moment, stopping a bullet that would have struck his chest right over his heart. But it broke his Radius, causing him to drop the 9MM he’d just pulled from the shoulder holster.  
 
    Stan, leaning over Arlo’s dead body, and peering over the rim of the back window,  saw Grayson’s reaction and heard his grunt of pain. The clattering of the 9MM on the street drew his eyes, and he suddenly grinned. He took careful aim this time. 
 
    Shoot Stiles, he’s trying to kill you. Hurry! 
 
    Immunity was still affecting good old Stanley, allowing him to sense that thought as external, ordering him to kill his boss. But he also distrusted his boss, who had demonstrated no regard for his hired help today. He didn’t shift his aim from Grayson, but he reflexively glanced to his right, between the two front bucket seats to see what Stiles was doing. That was a mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes ago Stiles had sensed mental commands when a Compeller had issued orders to his men in the lobby. He’d received this: Anson, shoot Jackson. Hurry! 
 
    Following that there were three pistol shots and Stiles sensed another mental order.  
 
    Anson, Freeze! Carl drop! 
 
    Then Stiles heard a shotgun blast and several more pistol shots, coming from a different sounding handgun. That’s when Grayson gave him that smug sounding reply to Stiles question, about Jackson having the laptop but that he wouldn’t be giving it to anyone.  
 
    He knew then his men were dead, thanks to the help of a BII Compeller. He didn’t know how a Compeller, someone who was significantly weaker than himself, had bypassed the Immunity transmission that was still in effect. Stiles had been frustrated by that limitation for the last hour and a half, completely unable to override that temporarily imparted resistance to his mind control ability. 
 
    During the gunfight accompanying that wild ride out of the parking garage, he feared Grayson was going to kill him before he could command anyone that was no longer immune. He had no idea Arlo was already dead, but Stan was definitely on the job, blazing away at Grayson. He didn’t see it happen, but he heard the grunt of pain from outside the car and saw Stan smile as he rose up and took careful aim out the window. He’d make that man wealthy if he killed his nemesis. 
 
    With Stiles, gratitude and loyalty were fleeting and ephemeral things. He sensed the mental command to Shoot Stiles; he’s trying to kill you. Hurry! 
 
    When Stan erred on the side of caution and turned his head to look at Stiles, it proved he’d too had sensed that command, implying Immunity was still in effect for the man for now. Rather than risk another bypassed Immune restriction by one of his Tools, Stiles, his gun hastily retrieved from his pocket, arranged for Stan to receive his reward, if any, on the other side of life. He put a bullet through his startled and widening right eye. 
 
    Stiles promptly lifted his head to see Grayson standing in the middle of the street, a grimace of pain on his face, both arms hanging at his sides, his right forearm bloody, the blood dripping from his loose fingertips. There was a black semi-automatic pistol at his feet, and he’d straightened as Stiles spoke as if he had tried to retrieve his gun. 
 
    “Don’t’ move, mister BII hotshot.” Stiles sported a nasty smirk as he aimed his gun at Stiles, and brushed glass fragments adhering to the side of his sweaty face, and off his expensive suit coat.  
 
    “This is better than sending a lynch mob to kill you. I might not get to see that.” 
 
    Drop your gun, and freeze!  
 
    His Immunity enhanced directional sense drew his attention to someone standing at the side entrance to the Tower, with disheveled hair, and a still unfastened gown flapping in a cool breeze.  
 
    He laughed with genuine delight as he looked her up and down. “That doesn’t work on me lady; I’m a Controller. But I can tell where a command comes from when I have temporary Immunity, thanks to your brat. Although, I don't have a clue how you got Compeller ability.” 
 
    This time she spoke aloud, realizing thought control wouldn’t work on him. “I think you and Doc Fallon caused it when you wanted to wake me up so bad. What did you do to me?” 
 
    Stiles knew she was stalling, trying to delay the inevitable, but relishing victories had been in short supply for him today. 
 
    “Fallon thought it might kill you, but I made him zap you with a double dose of adrenaline, while I mentally tried to force you to respond to me. I don’t know if that combination did it, and it doesn’t matter now.” He laughed again. 
 
     “Danny boy here gets to see me kill you first before I do him.” Keeping his aim on the more dangerous and closer Grayson, Stiles rested his arm on the door because he was feeling a bit tremulous at having been so near death in the last few minutes. He hadn't felt that level of fear since he was thirteen when Grub and Pickling had ganged up on him. The same day he discovered his ability. 
 
    One more glance at Grayson showed he continued to stand motionless, his arms hanging straight down, his budget suit coat open and one side flapping at his bloody hand in the breeze. The man’s eyes blazed hatred at Stiles, and never deviated, even as Stiles shifted his aim to the right, in the general direction of Barbra Grayson. He never took his eyes off Grayson, hoping to see despair, fear, hopelessness, any emotion besides hate. But nothing changed. 
 
    He knew it would change to grief when he killed his wife. He shifted his attention to the woman, standing over fifty feet away. He wasn’t an expert shot, always relying on his mind for his advantage. He wanted to pull this off with his first shot if possible. 
 
    He looked down the short barrel and considered the height and distance, closed one eye and gently touched the trigger for a soft squeeze. A shot rang out, but his gun hadn’t bucked in recoil.  
 
    Then there was another shot, and he felt a pain low in his side, and he squeezed the trigger in a spasm of pain, as more shots sounded. He looked at Grayson who hadn’t taken a single step in his direction, and both arms were still at his side. 
 
    No! the man’s left arm wasn’t hanging quite as low, and it wasn’t the wind blowing that coat flap wider. There was smoke there near his waist. More smoke erupted as additional bullets ripped out of the coat pocket, and one tore into his left shoulder, another entered the side of his chest. Stiles squeezed off another shot, but this one went wild. A fourth or fifth bullet of a flurry of shots from Grayson hit his gun hand, as the man improved his left-handed aim by raising the gun inside his jacket pocket more in line with his eyesight. 
 
    The gun slipped from Stiles shattered right hand, and Grayson moved closer, quickly. He came within a few feet of the window, verifying there wasn’t anyone else inside the car to offer a threat, and that Stiles didn’t have another weapon.   
 
    Stiles pressed his bloody right hand to his left chest, where blood was starting to ooze. Blood appeared on his left shoulder, just below the socket, the bone probably broken. 
 
    Grayson pulled the gun from his left pocket. “This one belonged to Lester, I think. Your transmitter protector.” 
 
    Stiles groaned but said through gritted teeth, “Don’t be so smug. It was a long way, but I shot your wife.”  
 
    Grayson whipped his head around and saw Barb was on the ground.  
 
    Did you think I was a dumb blonde, you bastard? I ducked. Came the prompt mental message. 
 
    Grayson laughed in relief as he saw her get to her feet. He turned back to Stiles. “This just isn’t your day, mister hotshot.” 
 
    “Fine, arrest me. Get me to a hospital and make everyone immune so they can work on me.” 
 
    “Arrest you? I’m a BII agent, not a local cop. I don't arrest people. Besides, you went out in a blaze of glory, fighting to the end. That makes for a better news story, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Don’t be a wise-ass; I’m bleeding internally. I’m in pain.” 
 
    “Right. How thoughtless of me. Say Hi to Lester when you see him in Hell. Please return his bullets.” With that, he stepped back a couple more feet and shot the Controller in the head, the bullet tearing through the brain organ that had made him so dangerous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brogan came down hard on him. “Dan, I’m docking you for the week’s leave I had to advance you while waiting for the DOJ to spring you from investigations by the LMPD and the State of  Kentucky.” 
 
    He repeated his most common complaint as Superintendent of the smallest, and least known and understood intelligence bureau. “Nobody ever knows who the Hell we are, or what extralegal authority my agents have when acting within the designated parameters.” 
 
    Grayson now had a protest of his own. “Wait! What? There are designated parameters? When the Hell were you going to tell me what they are?”  
 
    “Uhh, they’re still evolving,” Brogan admitted. “In fact, one new parameter was defined only this past week.” 
 
    “Is that related to what I did? What was it?” 
 
    “It’s confidential until the President signs off on the Executive Order.” 
 
    “How would I know what we can legally do if I don’t know these parameters? Did I miss that class when you rushed my ass off to Korea on my first day here?”  
 
    “Odd. That didn’t seem to concern you when you traveled to Louisville despite the president ordering all BII agents restricted to the Washington area. Oh, and you didn’t seem concerned when you publically blew the brains out of the only psychopathic murderous Controller in America. With witnesses of the killing.” 
 
    “Aha. Was that the new parameter I caused you to create?” 
 
    “No. Don’t be ridiculous. That was already a parameter. I’ll tell everyone when the President signs the new order.” 
 
     Mike brought up a matter that had puzzled him since he heard Dan tell the tale at his initial after-action briefing on his return. “All you did was tell Barb to do what I did?” How did she, or you for that matter, know that she could Compel anyone?” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “From the time I joined her in the lobby, it was apparent she would have Immunity that my broadcast gave everyone, and then Stacy renewed that. But when Stiles threatened to have one of his men shoot Carl to force Stacy to put down her shotgun, Barb knew if she did that Stiles would have her too, and he’d kill all of us. She did something that confused me initially but became clear. She shouted at Stacy, saying ‘Don’t do it baby!’ but I also sensed her mentally at the same time. I sensed a mental command that matched her spoken words.  
 
    “In her fear for Stacy’s safety, she transmitted a thought Compulsion. When I heard Stacy ask if that was her mother she sensed, it proved that she’d received it too, so it wasn’t my imagination. Even if I was wrong, we were out of options, so I told Barb to do what you did in the Elizabethtown food court when you met her and Stacy. That was for her to try to use Complel ability, as you had.” 
 
    “That was a big risk. Glad it worked,” Mike offered. 
 
    “That was the smaller of two risks Mike. All of Stiles men were Susceptibles that had received temporary Immunity, first from my broadcast, and later directly from Stacy. Not even Stiles could Control them. I needed Barb to do what Stiles had failed to do.” 
 
    Brogan blurted, “Damn, I’d known from the outcome Barb was a new Compeller, but you mean she can Compel Immunes? Even Stiles couldn’t do that. That’s a scary development for protecting our government.” 
 
     “Nope. That’s not the new development. It had occurred to me at that moment that Stacy and I can confer Immunity on anyone by sending an unmodulated signal that temporarily activates that capacity when we tell them to ignore outside thoughts. I thought, why can’t I send a signal that reverses Immunity?  
 
    “Before I slid the laptop towards Jackson, I sent a reverse Immunity message to allow external thoughts to reach both of Stiles gunmen, and to Carl.” 
 
    “Barb was only able to get through because I made them Susceptibles again. That was the bigger risk. I was also afraid Stiles would sense what I did because a Controller would be stronger than Barb as a Compeller. But he apparently only sensed the commands she sent, making Anson shoot Jackson, and then forcing Anson to freeze. She even made Carl drop to the floor, so Stacy and I had clear shots.” 
 
      “Still, you demonstrated that transferred Immunity that lingers could instantly be reversed,” Brogan emphasized. “We were hoping we could broadcast signals as you did in Louisville to protect large populations. We need to rethink that, and do more testing.” 
 
    “Easy come easy go.” Grayson was nonchalant about his new revelation. 
 
    “By the way, do I get a finders fee for recovered stolen cash? I didn’t just sit on my butt the week I was under investigation in Louisville, boss. I earned that.  
 
    “Arm in a sling,” he waved his right arm’s cast, “I led the FBI to a safehouse Stiles set up in Jeffersonville, next to a park. Doc Fallon was also helpful in that because Barb sharpened her new Compeller skills on him and a few other of Stiles former Shields and Tools.  
 
    “She found his accountant, and I found the safehouse. There were nearly nine million dollars in cash at the safehouse. The accountant that Barb made talk revealed where more of Stiles money was hidden, in a numbered offshore account. Nearly twelve million dollars is in that one. Fourteen million went to buy some property near Chicago and was invested in technology and hired help, to make those transmitter systems he had in Louisville. The FBI will have a report and full accounting of recovered cash next month.” 
 
    Brogan chuckled. “Lucky you, Dan. You can’t get crap for the safehouse cash recovery. You did that in the line of duty.” 
 
    “I was on leave.” 
 
    “No, you were held for an investigation concerning multiple deaths and released on your own recognizance to cooperate with the FBI on a joint case with the BII. I had to dock you the unearned leave time for the sake of discipline when the President learned I had a rogue agent who had left the Washington area.” 
 
    “You knew where I was.” 
 
    “Allegedly.” He smiled. “No finder’s fee for you in any case, on leave or not. You work for the government, and that was work product. The same rule applies to the FBI and the LMPD for that matter. You didn’t get reward money for arresting wanted criminals when you worked there either.” 
 
    “Damn. I wanted a new car. I can’t pry my Charger out of my daughter’s hands now. Not after what she went through for me.” 
 
    “Well, I’d think she could afford to buy a car on her own now, with her salary.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re her father. Do you even talk to her? She signed up to be a BII agent yesterday. She was sworn in with her mother.” 
 
    “What? Both of them?” 
 
    Mike had a choice comment to go with his grin. “Hmm. You don’t talk to your daughter or your wife. You don’t sound like good family material to me.” 
 
    Grayson was indignant. “Brogan, you knew this in advance. You had to. You kept it from me.”   
 
    “I’m obligated to honor the wishes of new agents regarding their career choices, including not notifying the family of their decisions. They didn’t want you to know, in case you wished to voice opinions they preferred not to hear until it was too late.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. I have good reasons to want them away from the trouble I know is coming.” 
 
    “Dan. They had a legal need to get away from the trouble they were in already. At least Stacy was facing local investigation for shooting two men. The new law regulating the unauthorized use of psych ability on US citizens hasn’t passed yet, but it might be applied retroactively. Then they would apply to Barb’s use of her ability, which led to the deaths of two men working for Stiles. You and Stacy shot them, so it's very convoluted laying blame. Joining the BII was an easier path for them. A path they were willing, even eager to take, I might add.” 
 
    “How did joining the BII release them from a prior liability for the deaths of the criminals that worked for Stiles? It was self-defense anyway. Barb was a kidnap victim and hostage, and they tried to shoot Stacy.” 
 
    “Trials can be messy, and confusing. As BII agents, some of the parameters I was alluding to will protect them from certain classes of criminal prosecution. Such as the deaths that may result from their actions while protecting the United States from threats posed by hostile psych ability, or excused from harm to innocent forces a hostile psych compels to act for them. I don't think you’d question that Stiles was a hostile psych and that his Tools and Shields that served him where his forces.” 
 
    “So as BII agents, they can’t be prosecuted for what happened with Stiles or his men?” 
 
    Mike pretended exasperation. “That what he’s saying, Dan. Jeez, you seem to be slow on the uptake today. Wish you were that slow before you broke my foot and nose in Seoul.” 
 
    Dan glared at his friend over that same tired complaint, but he spoke to Brogan. “What about Carl? He has nothing to offer the BII, and he helped gain the release of my wife. There were shootings involved.” 
 
    “LMPD forensics checked that rifle and discovered it didn’t belong to Carl, Stacy admitted removing it from her Uncle’s house, and it had your fingerprints on the trigger and hand rest. You even stated you used that rifle to shoot at the car leaving the garage and carrying Stiles, and a bullet you fired killed one of his men in that car. Coincidentally, another of the men working for Stiles died from a bullet fired from that rifle in the parking garage.  
 
    “I repeat, there are extralegal parameters that protect you Dan, a BII agent from prosecution, and there’s no evidence or any eyewitnesses that are willing to implicate Carl.” 
 
    Dan wasn’t feeling all that much appeased. “That’s just fine for you, isn’t it? Two new agents and the strongest hostile Controller in America is dead. Now my entire family is involved in this madness.” 
 
    A cheerful Mike said, “It’s all good news, Dan. There’s an old saying that’s close enough to this situation. The family that psychs together…, uhh….” He couldn’t think of a rhyming word to finish his paraphrase of the Bible’s popular phrase from Proverbs 22:6. 
 
    “You mean we’ll fight together?” Dan finished the paraphrase for him. “The family that psychs together fights together?” He shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how reassuring that is to me, Mike. I literally can’t tell you because that prospect worries the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry Dan, I was trying to lighten your mood. That was a poor attempt.” 
 
     “I know, and it isn’t your fault. Stiles dragged all three of us into this web of psych intrigue. At some point, it was going to involve us anyway because the entire world is going to be involved. I’d wanted to protect not only my family but other people. That’s what I set out to do when I became a cop. Only this is on a far larger scale. I don't know if even the BII is up to the task. One powerful Controller like Stiles, with a transmitter, can do so much damage.” 
 
    Brogan proved to be a fountain of unwelcome news this morning. “Do you two recall my mentioning our mutual psych defense agreement with Israel? They’ll provide us with their technique for activating recessive psych genes if they work when we send them samples of Mind Control transmission systems, and people experienced with them. You two are those people.  
 
    “The two mental signal detectors you acquired from stiles are smaller than those our lab has built so far, but the FBI obtained several more units from Arthur Stanton, the engineer Stiles hired to design his. He’s being very cooperative and thus avoiding prosecution for theft of a prototype from DARPA. He has designs and specifications we’ll use and share with Israel. I’ll need you two to take the design plans, and a working system with you when  you go next week.”  
 
    “You’re going to use Stiles’ engineer?” Grayson thought that sounded wrong, and said so. 
 
    “At the end of World War II, Russia and the West scrambled to acquire German rocket scientists and engineers for each of their programs. There are far fewer mind control technology experts. We need him.” 
 
    “What do we get in return from Israel?” Mike wanted to know. “Have they perfected gene activation? It can’t be all that hard. Stiles and Fallon activated the Compeller gene inadvertently with Barb.” 
 
    “They plan to do it more gently, I understand, but it’s still stressful. Israel says they have to elevate natural hormonal levels for a week or two, then shock the system, somewhat as Fallon did with your wife, Dan, using Epinephrine. Israeli scientists have never done what happened with Barb because they haven’t had anyone with both a recessive Compeller gene and an Immune recessive gene. They don’t know if they can activate both at the same time as happened to her.” 
 
    Mike asked, “Wait, does Barb have both active? I didn’t know that. She’s the only one, isn’t she? I know Dan and Stacy have recessive Compel genes, but that makes Barb the only two-way psych. If I had an Immune gene active, Agent-X would never have gained control of me. I doubt Stiles could have done that to Dalia if she had the other gene. I want that other Immune gene version.” 
 
    Brogan said, “Then we need to find out how Iran is inserting genes, and activating them. They’re multiple steps ahead of us. Israel claims Revolutionary Guard gene modded soldiers are in Jordan and Lebanon. They need Dan’s experience with transmitting Immunity on a loop to try to keep them from getting past border checks. We need the activation and gene insert technology too, which is the only reason the President is allowing me to reduce the number of agents in Washington, and send some to the Middle East.” 
 
    Brogan looked worried. “He’s not the only one concerned about someone tampering with the minds of government leaders. Think of how many leaders besides our seeming trigger-happy President have control of nuclear weapons? It might be hard to tell whose idea it was to launch the missiles that start World War III.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***************************** 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 





About the Author: 
 
      
 
    I was born in 1942, so I'm an autumn rather than a spring chicken. I live outside of Tampa, Florida with my fabulous wife Anita, and one remaining son sort-of at home, Montana. I have three older boys, Mark, Gary, and Anthony, all of whom have married and presented us with terrific grandchildren. 
 
    My early reading interests were arguably all sci-fi related, from Doctor Doolittle, Captain Marvel, to Superman. I then transitioned to "real" science fiction on black and white TV, such as Captain Video and Flash Gordon. I read hundreds of books by the science fiction greats growing up, and thousands of fair to not so greats in dual novel paperbacks and magazines. I’ve had a lifelong love of science and science fiction. 
 
    My education gravitated to science, starting out as a physics major and my depression era folks told me I'd never make a living as a theoretical physicist (probably right, and Cosmology wasn't a career field then), so I moved to Electronics Engineering. I did most of that in the aerospace field for MacDonnell Douglas Corp, in St. Louis, Mo. I worked on the F4 Phantom project, and briefly on Manned Orbiting Laboratory (MOL), before the fickle fates of government finance forced contract cancellations. I devoted (meaning I was drafted into) two years' service for the US Army from 1965 to 1967. A great two years, and the Army caring not the least about my electronics background offered this draftee a job as an Air Traffic Controller. Cool! 
 
    After discharge, I spent a short time back at MacDonnell Douglas before the contract reductions laid me off. I was hired by Emerson Electric (1968), working on the design of a neat heads-up fire control system for the Army's new Cheyenne Helicopter (to be a 270-knot hybrid fixed wing/rotorcraft). Never heard of it? The fickle fates of Army finance were why this time, plus Lockheed didn't keep the airframe part from crashing and burning at a crucial point in development. 
 
    I taught Electronics for about eighteen months (near starvation wages after the high pay), and finally decided to try my hand at truly supporting my family again. I hired on with the Federal Aviation Administration as an Air Traffic Controller in 1970. Thanks, Army! In 1979, I changed jobs in the FAA to use my technical background to work on writing features for the software of the FAA's Terminal Automation Systems (for 28 years, with some controller time overlap). I spent exactly forty years (to the day) in federal service. 
 
    Retired, I now work as a consultant/contractor for the FAA, supporting a software system I helped to create. In anticipation of more free time while retired (wrong!), I finally decided to try my hand at writing what I love to read for escapism, Science Fiction.  
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading my books, 
 
    Steve Bennett 
 
    Published Books 
 
    Koban (August 2012) 
 
    Koban: The Mark of Koban (February 2013) 
 
    Koban: The Rise of the Kobani (October 2013) 
 
    Koban Universe 1 (March 2014) 
 
    Koban: Shattered Worlds (November 2014) 
 
    Koban: A Federation Forged in Fire (July 2015) 
 
    Koban Universe 2 (January 2016) 
 
    Koban: Conflict and Empire (August 2016) 
 
    Koban: When Empires Collide (May 2017) 
 
    Controller (December 2017) 
 
    ***************************************** 
 
   
  
 

 The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Attention reader: This concludes our regularly scheduled broadcast. I hope you’ve enjoyed my story.  
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