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verrecket. verrecket alle. verrecke alles.
Gray stared hard, very hard, at the pointy pencils on his desk, his eyes focusing on the pearly, spiky ends in a tunnel vision that blurred and excluded his other surroundings. He reckoned that if he could jam one pencil each far enough up his nostrils and then ram his head down onto the table, he might just treat the dull ache of writing his report with a short blast of sweet, sweet pain. Right then he knew that lobotomies had been invented for a reason: Escape.
Slowly, the telephone’s shrill ringing seeped through to him, as if a thick cloth muting it was lifted, and when Eric Gray snapped out of his catatonia, he found himself in his living room, at the desk, in front of his computer and still clothed in the suit he had worn to work the day before. The house was empty, silent and deserted, except for the phone demanding his attention and the running PC humming along under his desk, the screen painting blue plains and black voids that broke sharply against any angle, the view as harsh and desolate as a forsaken moon’s surface, into the otherwise dark room.
He rubbed his face and stretched his back as the dizziness slowly wore off and left him with a deep pounding in his forehead, while the annoying ringing did not go away. A glance onto the clock on his PC screen revealed the bitter truth when he reached over to the phone: 3.22am.
For a moment, Gray expected the call to be an enthusiastic telemarketer trying to raise his chances at catching somebody at home and evading the competition. But, the ID belonged to the office. The Office. Capital ‘T’, capital ‘O’, he thought and took the call. “Gray.”
“Hey Eric, Tom here!” he heard a familiar, gravelly voice. “Scramble to the office! Screw shaving, showering! All hell broke loose! No time for explanations. We have a Code Red! Just get here ASAP!” the man hammered through the line, struggling to raise his voice above the sonic chaos of bustling background activity audible on his side.
With a hollow click the line went dead, and Gray was left with the phone in his hand and an idle mind listening to the hypnotic silence of a broken connection. For a moment he was much too perplexed to process what he had been told. Or blink. Or breathe.
Then, he put the phone down as his brain decided to not just flee into unconsciousness and fall asleep with open eyes, and got up from his chair.
Code Red. Lovely. Who the hell comes up with those tacky emergency labels?
Paranoid about his data and dreading repeat work, like any work really, Gray started another backup on his computer and made his way to the bathroom, where he swallowed the words of protest and complaint, as always coming to mind much too late and being denied delivery, under silent curses. With cold water splat onto his face, letting most of it drip off by itself, and the tinny, cheap bathroom radio bawling, he stared into the mirror while the remaining water ran down his neck. The recent sleep, and general lack thereof, were clearly visible on his face and his back ached from having slept in a knotted posture that would have made the most battle-hardened of Yogis squirm and blush like a hormonally confused teenager self-consciously eating a banana for the first time all over again.
The eyes were reddened and swollen and the arm on which his head had rested had made a lasting impression on his reddened, puffy skin. His short brown hair was in disarray and he felt about as refreshed as he looked: Not at all. Like, never.
He had passed the threshold towards adulthood three years ago, and now, at thirty-three years of age, faint crow’s feet cornered the clear amber eyes he saw in the mirror. Below, deep, hard lines on each side framed the thin, livid lips that did not seem to smile easily or often.
The face was painted in dark craters by the wall-mounted lamp above the mirror, and the single light emphasized the stark lines of his edged cheeks and square jaw, with a bony and slightly hooked nose adding to his perpetual impression of graveness and seriousness, layered by what looked like a constant headache making him tense his eyes slightly.
Gray proceeded with his catlick and took the pendant Sarah had given him, a small metal object looking like a flat futuristic key, from his neck and put it aside, remembering how she had called it the “key to her heart” when she had given it to him, before he muttered, “I need a vacation,” to his mirror self. He pinched his pale cheek, felt up his own gray skin, and took a closer look at the wide pores in the mirror. There was no reason for him to be very pleased with the rundown sight he made, and while getting closer to the mirror did not make things better at all, Gray wondered about the size of the global market for blurry mirrors. He would call it the “Thirty Plus” mirror, and the male version would come bundled with a preview edition of the Buyer’s Guide for used Corvettes, while the female version had a sample from “Pool boy seduction for Dummies”. Both would have the free brochure “Thirty: Everything fun is behind you. At least you are not incontinent. Yet.”
Regular workouts were part of his job at the agency, supposedly sweat saving blood, yet he deemed them just a measure to lower health insurance costs. Being able to run for a few miles would not do him any good when pierced by bullets he was not unlikely to encounter on the wrong end of a gun. Perhaps he had just to try harder to outrun them. His boss would have loved him for it. It caused less paperwork. And failure to do so would be filed as the socially responsible kind of early retirement. A win-win situation. For somebody at least.
The bright, clean bathroom did the rest in sobering Gray up as he focused back on his minimal maintenance routine and listened to the radio, which did not give anything away on any major cataclysms or anything newsworthy at all except for some background babble about the winter storms, consecutive traffic incidents and a local plane crash that had happened the day before.
About to finish, he reached for the pendant he had put aside, when it slipped his wet grip. With the same divine inevitability of sugar-cravings coming after brushed teeth, and the most promising Internet search results always ending in 404s, it headed for the sink’s drain, reporting from its downward travel with scraping noises and coming to rest in the obstructed depths of the siphon.
Brilliant, mate. Just your luck.
Sighing, but without the time for retrieval, he put it off for later. Whenever that would be.
Ready to leave the house, Gray caught himself at the doorstep and suppressed the impulse to turn into the room again and tell Sarah that he would be back in a few hours.
Sarah would not have listened. Sarah was not there anymore.
She had not been for years.
Unknowing whether the lack of major news meant that things were not too bad or that things were really bad, Gray headed out into the cold, snowy, black-skied January night, not quite distracted enough to forget about times when he had been seen off at the door, no matter the time, no matter the issue.
Back then.
Unconcerned with speed limits as he barged southwards through the solemn and starless night, the kind of forlorn night best spent sleeping and not remembered, Gray weaved through what little traffic he encountered. Speeding had been a great plan until a roadblock, still some miles off Washington, DC, brought him to a halt, where red taillights stared like eyes of nocturnal predators at him as far as he could see. Angry, he cursed himself for not having paid attention to the traffic report while listening for news that could have had relevance to his call.
Right, if this isn’t an emergency, I don’t know what is. He checked his mirrors, backed off and swerved onto the emergency lane, where he crept along, careful not to run over any people having left their cars or gone off the snow-covered lane into the ditch. Car after car he drove by waiting people. Families on their way home, business people on duty, students on road trips. Some looking to get somewhere, others looking to get away from something, all waiting, all together forming a string of dioramas, the faintly illuminated cabins a series of still lifes as his car pulled him slowly along. Lost in thought and watching the other cars’ passengers as he drove by, Gray reached the reason for the congestion: An electricity pylon had been uprooted in the storm and swept onto the road about two hundred yards from the road block, cables still dangling, right to the side of deep holes in the ground, where the metal construction had torn the road into open trenches like a giant plough.
With his eyes on the service personnel and police force Gray slowly inched forward to the road block, where a worker foreman waved him to a halt and spun a hand to signal the lowering of a window.
Gray flashed his badge and cleared his passage with the man in charge before navigating the debris, machines and remaining road like a captain would navigate the sea and avoid reefs and icebergs, carefully sailing through—while noticing the handful of fire trucks on the largely unaffected emergency lanes.
To not make matters any worse or get the workers into trouble, Gray was careful to not cause an accident, more aware of any painful administrative troubles than trivial physical ones. Once he had passed the scene and was on the other side of the road block he checked his mirrors, made sure the obstacles were behind, and put his foot down, not wasting a second thought on the ruined piece of road.
Having parked his car at the street, Gray jogged through the snow towards the DHS building, where the I3—his agency—was located and thought he should have applied for a branch on Hawaii a long time ago. The door’s threshold engulfed him with dry, warm streams of air at the entrance, much like standing under a ridiculously oversized blow dryer of stale and overheated air, which still felt comfortable and pleasing in comparison to the outside conditions as he stretched his frozen face to get some feel for it back.
Still pondering that he had seen the cars of Clemence and Jones parked outside, he sprinted towards the elevators and headed for their office. Those senior analysts rarely came into the office at all, and never at these hours. Seeing the cars, Gray had known that things were bad.
When the doors slid open at the department’s floor, he stepped out into what felt like a modern performance interpretation of a twelve-tone music orchestra frantically tuning their instruments. People ran around all over the open-plan office, printouts wildly fluttering in their hands, some with phones squashed between jaw and shoulders, others not paying attention to anything while studying their pages on the run, skipping hastily between cubicle openings, their feet always endangered to clip or trip somewhere. Chatter and phone ringing permeated the air and had rolled themselves out over the scene like thick carpets of sound, drowning the office in a clash of noises as printers, copiers, voices, telephones and furniture in use all competed for airwaves and attention in one single cacophonic crescendo.
Gray was blown away.
This was different from everything he knew. Much different.
Usually there was a serene atmosphere about the office, where brains were racked in sedate meetings to come up with solutions and ideas while a vast amount of coffee found its existential purpose: Poisoning that part of the brain that thought rest or sleep were anything but weaknesses, on par with hunger and feeling cold. This was the thinking side of their operation and it was not supposed to be like this.
He let go the breath he had held to appear exerted by his effort and exertion. Nobody would notice. Gray scanned the crowd for people who could tell him more about what the hell was going on and with his eyes narrowed, wandering the lines, he strained to put them into groups.
At last he saw Jerome and Shane in a corner at a water cooler. Both were actively engaged in a deep conversation by the looks of it and as Gray approached, he heard Jerome say, “Thinking of the world only in terms of lies and deceptions and motives and agendas, and then develop psychosis is probably typical for agents. Work usually coins the metaphor through which we make sense of the world and ours teaches us that nothing is as it seems. As Kissinger claimed, in Washington you are either paranoid or crazy. Have your pick. Most here prefer paranoia. I bet writers think of the world in terms of dramatic arcs, narrative structures and character motivations. Programmers in terms of classes, objects, instances, properties and methods—some published, some private.”
“Yeah, right,” Shane snorted. “And the designer of the iPod thinks that breasts are just another kind of interface, and that foreplay is just track three on his play list. Track two being having his pick from the horde of zealous Apple groupies that want to do him, and track one is having sent the male half home.”
They did not notice Gray approach until he was close enough to reach through between them and get a cup of water from the cooler. He raised his left hand in a short greeting and took position at Jerome’s side, leaving room for other personnel running dry and demanding water to keep their brains suspended in liquid and not just coffee, noise and stress.
Jerome, Special Agent Jerome Wilson, looked as immaculate as ever: Cleanly dressed, well rested and freshly shaven he made every Ken doll look like The Big Lebowski, even at this hour. This only covered up an incredible laziness in every other field though. He called it “having an extensive genetic predisposition towards energy conservation” and “an important survival instinct.”
His partner, Special Agent Keller, did not look quite as positively pleasing to the eye or prospective mother-in-laws. His suit sat loose and wrinkled, the tie was opened, and the bright stubble on his chin pointed out that at times there were more important things than personal grooming, which to him was the world’s most regular annoyance and proof of God’s questionable humor anyway. Just like the annoying pimple on his brow that did not got away and he had affectionately dubbed “his third eye” two years ago. Besides, he was pale. Really pale. The kind of pale that tempted photographers to calibrate their camera’s white on him. Unkind tongues told that after he had given a TV interview early in his career, the national organization for albinism had sent him an application form and prompted him to "come out of the hypopigmented closet".
“Hey Jerry, hey Shane. What’s going on? Tom rang me and called me in without telling me anything. And after I make my way through this freak appearance of a winter I find the whole section busy like Babel after the tower came down. What gives? Even Clemence-”
“Wow, hold on there for a second,” Shane interrupted him, cutting the ever-quickening barrage short. “How about some room for answers?”
“Oh, sorry. Got carried away there. The circumstances, the chaos… Anyway, I’ll listen. Shoot.”
Jerome, who had just emptied his cup and put it away into the bin took over and started explaining.
“The chief called all of us in after he got the directive from the direct line: A red phone call. There has been some kind of intrusion and critical data breach. The briefing should start any minute now, after the chief delayed it until everyone arrived so he wouldn’t have to repeat everything. All we know so far is that it is about crypto on some classified documents and the rest has just been speculation. The phone calls here are the agencies and government offices turning to us for advice on procedure. But, all we can do is to put them off until later, because the situation isn’t clearing up and many keep calling. We just keep ‘em as mushrooms.”
Mushrooms: ‘kept in the dark, fed bullshit’.
“A crypto breach?” Gray repeated. “Brilliant, so in the best case scenario they know that Fort Maddox orders the most super-sized army pants and therefore has the most lard-asses. Or that Rush Limbaugh is Rosemary’s Baby… although, no, wait, those aren’t secrets.”
“Hah, you wish! Best case! I don’t think we’ve ever had those. I think the other agencies pull a German on us and put their towels on them during the night,” Shane snorted. “I’m sorry, but we are always fresh out of best-case-scenarios.”
Just as Gray was about to ask another question, the noise died down and leaked away through the room’s openings and crevices.
And then everything went really quiet when the “Doctor” stepped forward. Doctor Stephen Baystead, the inconspicuous looking director of I3. While of slight build and usually low voice, he seemed neither soft nor gentle, but rather had the compressed presence of a steel dagger. People joked behind his back that his stare made Sirens swallow their tongues in self-protection as not to risk annoying him. With everyone’s attention he addressed the room. “I’m sorry, Ladies and Gentlemen, that I had to call you in at this hour. Many, even most of you, should not be here right now, I know, whether by schedule or because of prior commitments.” His gaze had passed Gray on those last words. “But, it’s not all peaches here and there’s serious work to do, so bear with me. Now, for the heart of the matter. At 0315 I got a call from the Secretary. There is an intrusion into a Data Recovery and Storage facility. Older classified documents, deteriorating from aging, had been moved there days ago to recover their content and write onto digital media.”
He raised his hand and the quiet murmur that had developed instantly ceased. Baystead’s voice grew graver and sterner, concern visible in his eyes and magnified through his rimless glasses. “Going by the timing it seems as if this information has leaked and opened a window of opportunity to an interested party. At the moment we don’t know yet which data is still at the DRS, so we don’t know what they might be after. According to the latest information the entry is still ongoing,” he said and cut the rising murmur again with his hand, when in this small pause they heard the door to a nearby office open up and finally Tom Rue, the agent who had called Gray in, entered the scene. Without paying attention to the assemblance he showed an upwards thumb to Baystead, who nodded and continued his briefing.
“Despite the difficult weather conditions, we now have the clearance for an emergency flight from DCA to MDW. Agent Starling and Agent Bremer have already been briefed and will organize the transport to DCA. Further briefing will happen on site. Thank you for your attention.” His words hung in the air before people started chatting again and the crowd dissolved. As the gathering dispersed Gray headed straight for a talk with Tom Rue, picking up words of disbelief and speculation as he passed other agents.
“Hey Tom! What do you make out of all this?” he asked curiously as he strode towards his hulking partner.
“Could be anything really. Keep up if you want to hear more,” Rue replied hurriedly, nearly dragging Gray along as he went to enter another office where some open drawers and cases indicated last-minute packing. Between hectically stuffing files and taking side glances at the stirring activity in the main hall he explained more details.
“Our response was fairly quick. The intrusion was detected at 0300 and it’s now,” he had trouble deciphering his watch, “0415. The surveillance showed a single intruder, sometimes appearing on cameras and then disappearing again just like a ghost. If it wasn’t for the fact that we’ve seen him at all, he’d be a real professional. Still, it looks like it’s not going to be easy as he still has not been apprehended.”
“We’ll have to get him?!”
“Maybe.”
Rue finished packing the two briefcases with different paperwork, ready to go. It took Gray a few moments to not make sense of the explanations.
“Why isn’t the local chapter of the police or FBI taking over? Chicago is two hours from here. They should be able to take care of that.” he stated, puzzled.
“Shouldn’t that be obvious?” Rue asked amused. “Guess what all the paperwork is for!”
Gray was blissful.
“That’s cute, Eric. How long have you been here now? That facility doesn’t officially exist. You’ll be told the rest when we get there and as need be. Let’s go.”
She ducked around the corner just in time to get out of the guard’s way, and more importantly, sight.
“Don’t slip up now, you stupid bitch. Get it together!” she snapped at herself. It had all gone reasonably well: entering through the ventilation shafts, using the surveillance system’s reboot and then proceeding through the staircase where she had hidden explosives to react to anyone going after her—in an adequately final manner.
Escaping other guards had worked out so far, even though she had been forced to hide in a locker at one point and a crate at another. And yet time was already running out before the new guard shift would check the complex as she hunched into the corner, wrapped in her body-hugging leather suit, and became nigh-invisible in the gloomy corridor.
She had prepared well for this assignment. Her name, said the operation file, was Jane Doe, until changed or revoked. And then there was her code name.
“Mantis. Named after a small, green insect. Mighty impressive. And threatening,” had been her thoughts as she had brooded over the file and its contents while memorizing it all.
Building plans, guard routes, shift times, type and location of safety devices. Everything. All memorized.
And as far as the timing was concerned at least, she still had been off to a bad start. The ventilation plans had been out of date as the office rooms had been restructured and she had had to find a different route, making her miss one guard duty cycle in her carefully orchestrated plan. Valuable minutes had been wasted as she had to wait cowering in a cold, blank steel shaft for the complex choreography of guard patrols to progress. But then again, no plan survived first enemy contact.
At this point, hiding in her corner and staring onto the corridor, she heard the guard approach with slow, carefree steps.
Too regular to be paying attention or in fact checking anything.
And indeed the guard passed with a slow stroll, thumbs hooked into his belt and closed eyes. He tilted his head from one side to the other as if listening to some slow pulsing music in his mind. Jane’s disdain grew as she saw the guard’s act and “sub par performance” as she thought of it. She considered herself used to sub par performances by men.
As the guard was about to pass her at a couple inches distance, she pressed herself into the niche, tensed up and held her breath. She wanted to avoid conflict at this stage, but would not hesitate either if unavoidable. Of course she had weighed her options. Run, hide and wait another cycle? Not enough time. Standoff? Not prepared to handle several targets at once. Abort mission? As good as slitting my throat—right here, right now.
His shadow went ahead as he approached, step by step, slowly but steadily.
He came into sight, went by for a little and then, to her dismay, stopped.
What’s he doing? Did I do anything wrong? Did he spot me after all? Did I give myself away? Jane’s frantic mind rattled. She did not dare breathe as she watched the guard.
For a moment the guard stood there in the middle of the passage, as if he listened to something Jane did not hear, or as if he tried to remember something that had just slipped his mind, before he finally and suddenly raised his hands—Jane got ready to jump—to his face and sneezed loudly, the echo wandering down the deserted passages and bouncing along the empty walls. He snuffled noisily as he rubbed his hands clean on his pants, cleared his throat and just took up his slow, swinging stroll again.
Air swashed down Jane’s throat into her lungs as she relaxed and allowed herself to breathe again, drinking in the oxygen newly available to her.
She watched the guard disappear and waited for the sound of his steps to die away before she left her hideout.
Well, that went perfectly. You’d really deserve to fail, she told herself. She hoped her target objective would be easier and faster convinced to compliance than her schedule accounted for. If not… she did not know what to do yet. Aborting was not an option. Neither was failure. She would have to improvise and do what the job took to get done, but the hardest part was still to come as she silently ran on, adrenaline pumping through her veins and with a slight sheen of fresh sweat glistening on her skin when she reached the door to the data processing centre and laboratories.
Now unlikely to encounter any chance passers-by, she found herself in a dim hall, only illuminated by emergency escape lights near the ground and distant fire escape route signs, but did not grant herself a pause before pushing on. She turned and looked around to orientate herself and realign with her mental map, noticing the squeamish cleanliness of the place and inhaled the acrid smell of cleaning agents potent enough to attract the attention of UN Weapons Inspectors. With the few fake plants standing around on the PVC floor this area had all the inviting and charming character of a hospital’s intensive care unit. And, personally, she even preferred cemeteries to hospitals, preferred settled peace to thinly veiled misery.
She quickly traversed the different floors, wary of anything unexpected, until she reached the glass door that marked her final waypoint, behind which she found a large assembly space with vending machines and sofas placed about the room.
Clever, she thought, aware of the hidden security devices, before she took the specially prepared, electronic visor out of her thigh pocket and put it to use. The sight was constricted, and with a tap on one of the buttons her view changed colors, become darker, brighter, blurry, sharp—one after the other—until it went back to normal again, just with one exception: She now saw laser lines moving and fluctuating throughout the room, the dense mesh of light otherwise well hidden by the casual atmosphere of the surroundings.
She observed the light show until she felt she could discern a pattern in the way the single emitters were activated and moved, while she tightened and closed her clothing, secured her equipment, and then got into the position of a sprinter waiting for the gun to start the race. If there’d been at least some Pink Floyd to accompany the show.
Watching the lights she let one cycle pass, another cycle, and then sparked into motion. Ducking and weaving like an Aikido master she went over, between and beneath the dancing lasers like he would have went among swords. She danced her way in a wild mix of circus acrobatics, Capoeira and Limbo dance—and nearly got swiped by one sweeping laser she had miscalculated due to her perspective, but caught herself just in time and whirled through the remaining laser field in a furious ballet to arrive on the other side, closing her performance in a kneel from her final back flip, with a blank mind, panting, and with her heart thumping heavily in her chest, pulsing her blood in a wild rush through her veins and sweat onto her skin. It had been elating.
With a swift movement she rose from her position and took another look around, spotting the door she had to enter next, being close to her destination, and put her ear to it and listened closely. There was a distant noise of what she thought to be a TV set or radio broadcasting some talk show. The guard had to be behind the door.
She opened it and stepped with all the authority she could muster into the room, which was just like her mission briefing had described it: Square, about ten yards to each side, one big heavy set door at the opposite end and a security desk in-between. Perfect.
The guard sat there, his fat legs up on the desk, a bag of chips resting on his sizeable belly, the chair tilted back and watching TV and laughing stupidly to himself as she came into room like Artemis herself, a code name she would have much preferred.
Surprised by the sudden rush and somebody entering his domain the guard uttered a short “What the… ?” as he barely managed to keep his balance, more falling to his feet like a hefty tomcat than standing up, the bag of chips flying aside. When he went around the desk and saw that some unknown woman had entered the room he instantly relaxed a tad. Just a woman.
“You are not supposed to be here,” he furrowed his brow with a tinge of confusion and reached for his gun.
“Yes, yes, that’s correct,” Jane replied with a smile that did not reach her eyes, at all, and then widened into a grin that would have sent small game running for the woods. “Are you able to open the door to the server room?” she asked the security guard that had made his way around the desk. Her file had not been clear on that. It would save her some time if he could.
With regained composure after the surprise, a smirk had worked its way into the guard’s face as he replied, “Heh, who knows? I still don’t know who you are and there is no server room access planned on my schedule and your clothing doesn’t make you look like you have an appointment either, so what’s Daddy’s lil’ girl doin’ here?”
Daddy’s little girl?
She indignantly raised an eyebrow. As she saw it she had indeed taken some traits from her father, just not those most people would have expected. Cruelty, unscrupulousness and manipulative calculation would be those she traced back to the male side of her genetic makeup, and she would not exactly have called that two-faced bastard “father” either. She found “donor” much more appropriate.
The guard approached her with raised gun, “I think I’ll have to ask you to stay here until the security forces arrive and take you in.”
As he stepped into her range, attempting to secure her, she quickly brought her right leg up and kicked him straight in his stomach, to meet his descending chin with her knee in a shattering collision as he buckled. He lost control of his legs, gun and bladder alike. While the guard fell stiffly to the ground like a lopped tree and took his time to regain consciousness, Jane took out the silenced FN-57 from her hidden side holster and held the small, elegant gun out of the guard’s sight, who propped himself up on his elbows, fear and confusion fighting for control over his face.
“I’ll repeat my question again: Are you able to open the door?” Jane asked.
The guard began stammering as he tried to snail his way away from her, “You know, I really can’t, my boss would, you have no-”
While he went on, Jane pulled the gun in front, brought the laser pointer up to his right shin and quickly squeezed the trigger twice. The shots needled the air and with crunching and splattering tore at the leg, ripping it open before the pain kicked in and the guard started screaming and clutched at it.
Empathically unaffected, Jane stepped over the guard and drew the laser point onto the man’s forehead before she explained, “I really don’t have time for that. Although my phraseology was exact and unmistakable, I will repeat my question. Just this once more. Are. You. Able. To. Open. The. Door?”
She had drawn out the last words and stressed every single one while she looked at the guard, who was on the edge of crying, with snot and saliva running from his face during his reply. “Yes! I can open the door. Please, just don’t kill me” he pressed out under sobs, caught between repulsion and the need to keep looking at his leg, lest it might suddenly disappear or rot away. “I-, I just have to put my hand on the pad and look into the retinal scanner.”
“Then go ahead and do so. And don’t even think about raising an alarm, unless you don’t value your life. Get moving,” she snapped at him and walked towards the door, her leather-clad body moving away in seductive swings. The man slowly made his way following her and supported himself on the handles of the computer pad and retinal scanner, where he threw quick, unsure glances at Jane as he raised himself to a stand, fearing that she still might shoot him any second anyway.
With his hand on the computer pad and his head fixed in the scanner he activated the entry process, the system producing an approving beep immediately before the heavy door in front of them slid open and air was blown out in a wave of decompression. The guard removed himself from the apparatus and leant sideways against the wall, talking to Jane with pleading eyes, “There, I did what you wanted. The door is open. There is no need for you to-”
“Let you live any longer? Absolutely. Glad we came to some mutual agreement at last,” she ended the speech as she put two bullets into his head. The guard sacked into a lifeless heap onto the floor, eyes still open, but as broken and unmoving as those of a wooden puppet.
Daddy’s little girl, eh?
She put the gun away and stepped into the server room, which was like entering a computer itself. It was without any illumination except for LEDs and displays giving off synthetic, colored light in strong blues and reds with constant clicking of hard drives and the hiss of many fans in harmonic unison filling the room.
At the main terminal she immediately started analyzing the security interface, recalling the file handles she had to retrieve and was relieved to find a critical weakness that would allow her to enter the system faster than previously planned. The downside was that it would destabilize it enough to make it crash shortly thereafter, so even if she had planned one, no silent retreat would be possible. And her escape window might shorten. A risk she had to take.
She plugged her PDA into one of the com ports and ran the exploit software she had bought from a Korean hacker a few days earlier, busting the system’s security open and leaving it vulnerable to her access. 50,000 dollars. Well spent.
Her fingers flew over the keyboard and the screen reflected on her eyes, overcast her whole face with blue light as she worked the node, scanned files, read synopses, quickly checked contents, ran search routines. A few minutes in, she found the files she had come for and started the copying process, but with them being larger than expected, the data trickled through the line just like its on-screen representation of sand running through an hour glass: Perpetually too slow. Jane stared in trance at the progress bar, when her PDA abruptly switched windows and brought up a warning prompt. The software bug her organization had installed in backdoors of several government systems had picked up her target address in a mission briefing and messaged her PDA, which meant her current location would be under investigation now and people would arrive any moment, even though she was sure of not having raised an alarm. Shit. The guard. He must have used a duress code and triggered a remote alarm, she realized and felt like shooting him twice more.
Being in a basement that deep down, her connection home was unstable and she did not know when the call had exactly been made, and so did not know how much time had passed since then. Security could even already be on this floor, and every second made it more likely that they were.
The data did not move any faster for it, but it was time to bail.
Gray looked through his window at the blinking airport, lit like an overcompensating Christmas tree and deeply covered under a thick coat of snow, when the machine set its wheels onto the ground in a soft landing. As he unbuckled Rue held him back and made him sit through the general rush. They were last to leave and trailed a few meters behind, when Rue urged Gray to slow down on the stairway and towards the waiting cars near the hangar, widening the gap to their colleagues. Keeping them in his sight, he quietly spoke, “Listen, there is something else. We didn’t want to shout it from the roof tops, but… ,” he hesitated and looked around, ”another agency has been shadowing us pretty close recently. The NSA. Baystead told me that they tried to grab jurisdiction for some of the other cases we’ve been handed and they were very, very eager to get this one.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Their usual struggle to put their claws onto everything they can reach aside, they have been trying to undercut us in an unsettling way in recent times from what Baystead tells me.”
The two men silently walked a few steps through the night air, the layers of snow crunching beneath their feet and their breath turning into heavy mist as Rue sorted words. He stopped halfway between the plane and the cars and spoke on, “The chief and I think that there might be some rogue elements in the NSA. Some of the recent actions have been rather… erratic, and there has been some focus on us as investigative task force. We might be treading on thin ice with this and we don’t know yet who’s pulling the strings on these occasions, but we have decided to let some agents in on our suspicions.”
Gray still remained silent for a moment, letting the words sink in, before he spoke. It was a heavy accusation after all.
“And others not. Do you think there’s a rogue element among us?” Gray deployed the moose, addressing the big, unaddressed issue.
“Maybe. It seems somebody is afraid of what we might uncover anytime soon.”
Peachy.
“We are likely to encounter NSA people any time, so stay on your toes. You got me?” Rue asked, fixing his eyes in an insistent stare at his partner.
“Yeah,” Gray said and threw a longing look at the cars. He wanted to get out of the cold.
“The data we are about to see in that facility… We actually know very well what is at risk here… ,” Rue trailed off. “Biological warfare research. Killer germs, viral engineering, epidemic behavior. It should not be here, it’s not that much of a high-profile facility, but due to the high processing load everywhere else it’s been redirected here out of necessity. Keep an eye on the others. We can’t allow this to slip.”
“Of course.”
“Good,” Rue concluded the conversation, “let’s get moving then. Our car is waiting.”
The building they reached after their drive lay in a warehouse district, among run-down houses with decaying paint and chipping clinker, the exteriors as charming as public school toilet interiors. The whole area was deserted except for a handful of cats out for midnight snacks. A few transporters and black Lincoln Town Cars, government property, were parked outside at the road and their own car drove into the designated warehouse, where even more cars were waiting as the roll-down gate of the two-storied building closed behind them.
Gray and Tom Rue exited the car, whereon Baystead, already expecting them and standing in front of the group of agents, promptly resumed his speech.
“While it sounds like a bad joke, the intruder is still at large. He appears on the cameras whenever no one is close, then appears on another one once the security force closes in. Yet he seems to be unable to escape the site, so we’ll join the hunt to comb this louse out. Apply non-lethal means if possible. The information could be vital!” his loud voice rang through the empty warehouse, while the facility, completely underground on several levels below them, waited.
When the agents grouped, Gray and Rue did not need words to team up.
“You still wearing that vest?” Rue asked with obvious doubt about Gray’s sanity. “You don’t take an umbrella with you everywhere you go either, don’t you?”
“I would if rain was leaden nine millimeter caliber. Weather isn’t what it used to be, the old folks say,” Gray replied and skipped the provided Kevlar vests. He never left home without wearing his own, all too aware of the risk of being shot anywhere and anytime. But having the stakes and probabilities raised—the wrong way—the vest did not make him feel much safer.
Baystead led the agents towards large, sliding metal doors, which revealed the polished steel insides of an elevator when they opened, large enough to transport at least a football team with its trainers, cheerleaders and water bringers all at once. Or just their monthly steroid allowance.
“Nice ride. What’s beneath it to match the scale? The Taj Mahal?” Gray asked.
“No,” Baystead said. “That would be too small.” He put an unlabeled electronic card into a thin slot on the elevator’s control panel, and despite there being only buttons for the two surface levels, the elevator started smoothly moving downwards.
According to its display the elevator only went down one level on its twenty-second travel and nobody talked as they were carried deeper than anyone usually wished to go. Six feet under was up from their position, which did not help the nervous anxiety of the two dozen agents at all.
And through it all, the situation nagged at Gray. The intrusion had already been going on for an hour when they had met at the office, and now, a bit more than two hours later, the intruder was still at large. Something’s wrong about all of this. This doesn’t make sense, he thought to himself, alone with his doubts in the overcrowded steel probe that transported them deep into the earth.
Then, to the noise of turbines winding down, the elevator came to a sudden halt and the agents spilled out of the cramped space into the hall, where they were greeted by the facility’s director: A short, stocky man by the name of Abbot, with receding gray hair, whose eyes nervously wandered behind his glasses, the group of agents a long awaited sight.
“Finally, thank God. We just don’t know what to do anymore. This is all so awkward,” he said and shook Baystead’s hand. “You have been updated on the situation I trust,” he asked as he dabbed sweat from his forehead with a folded handkerchief. Some of the agents solemnly nodded, while Baystead gave a “Yes” as answer. “Fine, fine, very well. I will lead you to the stairs. You can then access our other underground levels from there. The administration and security offices are on this floor, so the technical personnel should stay here. The rest, please follow me,” he said, chronically out of breath and looking haunted. The situation had been tugging at his nerves like otherwise only alphabetically unsorted CD collections could. His quasi-autistic need for order went so far as to even measure every Lego block of a new box for production accuracy. He was quite anal, really.
Rue though was his usual centered self-confidence impersonated. The time in the military had left its mark on him, not just making him appear as firm as a rock, but making him seem like an outright Archimedean fulcrum as he steamrolled through the floors alongside Gray.
Before becoming responsible for training deployments of mixed-force units, Rue had been a pilot with the US Navy. His call sign: Splash. As “Splash One!” was the brevity radio code for having shot down a plane, one could have assumed that Rue was a crack pilot and had earned his name by way of an excellent combat record that required him to repeatedly radio this, effectively making it his name. But, in truth, he was probably the only Navy pilot to have written off four F-14 birds on botched carrier landings and still gotten his license. While not the best pilot at landing the damn things, he indeed had the nerves—and already excellent connections back then—to try again and again—in cold blood. If anybody wanted to get it boiling though, he just needed to sing “Highway to the Danger Zone”.
When they reached the door to the staircase Abbot nervously cleaned his glasses with his shirt, the little of his remaining hair a mess from nervous ruffling, before he said, “This is it, here are the stairs.”
Someone in the control room must have heard them as a slight click escaped the door when it unlocked. Abbot put his glasses back on, his gaze darting between all present agents who went into the staircase.
All of them had immediately gone downstairs to head for the lower levels, but Gray noticed an upper dead end, only a few steps high, which he checked. Stairs going up. Man’s inspiration to give women right of way. It was empty.
They cleared four of the remaining five underground stories without a hitch, but could not find anything suspicious and so entered the last level with unease. The staircase itself had shown no signs of unordinary use and no clues were left whether it had been used during the intrusion. So far, they were out of their depths.
“We just had movement on one of the cameras on floor 06, so be careful. It seems our suspect is present there,” the voice in their com link warned them on their way through the staircase. Everybody had the building’s layout well memorized by then and the agents quickly progressed on checking the floor until they only had a few rooms left. For some reason, there had been no video appearance for a while as the agents supposedly circled the intruder.
At last, and oddly enough, they reached the last room, having found nobody else on the floor. It had to be this one. All effort boiled down to this, a door with a sign reading “Server Room #23”, and so they got in position in front of the door, where Gray’s heart ran amuck, his breathing shallow from tension. Everyone was ready and waited for the move.
Gray breathed in deeply.
And then banged the door open with a kick in a sudden explosion, bringing the gun in front to open fire at any eventual threat.
And all he was rewarded with was a look into a broom closet. The door’s sign must have been outdated, mislabeled or a prank by some of the workers. This level was different from the others.
Gray could not believe it. It had been the last remaining room and the person they were looking for was not there, so he gathered himself and turned towards his colleagues, whose faces asked for instruction, finding the resolution as unexpected and unsatisfying as Gray found it.
But just as Rue opened his mouth to say something, they heard Baystead’s urgent voice shout on the com link, “Movement on Level 04, movement on Level 04! On several consecutive cameras. Looks like our suspect is making a dash somewhere. Get there, NOW!!”
The agents set instantly into motion and ran towards the staircase, but it dawned Gray what this was all about—and he did not like his suspicion one bit.
As soon as the final bytes had run through the connection, Jane pulled out her PDA and stowed her equipment while she made her way out of the computer cave and started running the way back, sprinting between corners and doors, not caring for any other alarm she could raise, throwing open the door to the staircase and taking huge leaps up the stairs to enter the second floor up from her current one. The destination floor looked nearly exactly like the one she had been on just a few steps ago and she ran through the same labyrinth of corridors, following the well memorized escape map by mindless instinct, much like a bird going south. Her plan of escape was a magician’s plan of ending a show: With a loud bang.
Unofficial cadastral records had revealed her current floor to have an immediate connection to old sewer systems she could use to get into old metro tunnels and make her escape from there. On her way she remotely ignited the first C4 explosive packets she had previously planted in the staircase, on her way down, and deep thunder rolled through the air as the explosives detonated, laying waste and destruction to their surroundings and slowing anyone down that had planned to go their way. If it did not kill them first.
As the agents exited into Level 04, Gray kept running up the stairs, dragging Rue by the sleeve, and before Rue could protest, urged him, “Trust me. They are not going to find anything. I’m betting my month’s pay on it. Just come along.”
While their colleagues cleared Level 04 again, Gray and Rue burst into the security office where the facility’s director Abbot, Baystead and two agents were currently present and monitoring the situation.
“I think I know what this is and what’s happening right now,” Gray said. “The agents are not going to find anything I’m afraid. Are any of the computers logged onto the security console?” he asked.
Abbot pointed at one of the terminals, below several screens mounted to cover a wall and Gray grabbed a chair in passing, sat down and instructed the nearest technician. “Pull up connection logs, user accounts, file permissions, started processes and the peripheral control programs. Match them.” The technician did so, and some finger tap dancing later, found Gray’s suspicion confirmed.
“This was a setup. A trap. There is no intruder at all. All we have are tampered cameras,” he let everyone in the room know.
“Somebody hacked the system and manipulated the cameras into showing the overlays of somebody running around here?” Baystead asked.
“Yes. There was a hidden process running and some of the logs have been altered. The process was coupled to the motion sensors in this facility and would play pre-recorded overlays on those cameras in areas where no movement, ergo no security force was present. Somebody fooled us,” Gray said.
“How could we have been SO STUPID?!” was Baystead’s sobering question and realization as he fell back into his chair. “GODDAMN! And the only explanation making any sense is that this-”
“Was a diversion,” Gray ended the sentence. “Somebody set us up to pull another stunt somewhere else, assuming they knew we would be called. And as people usually try to stay off cameras, no one really ever checks to see whether someone is intentionally appearing on them.”
Baystead looked as if would have shot the culprit without a trial when he spoke. “Indeed, it seems that way. And we will find the one responsible. Oh yes, we will,” was his thin-lipped, galled promise. “Call everyone back and prepare the return trip. There is nothing left for us to do here.”
“Nothing at all,” Gray said. “Except to wait for the news of what happened somewhere we are not.”
Still running until she kicked open the door to the men’s rest room, Jane slapped an explosive packet on the wall left from the entry, ran and jump-rolled out of the room as she blew it up, sprang to her feet again and passed through the splinters and whirling smoke until she reached the hole. After a quick peek to check her exit, she climbed through and was gone, only the sound of her steps remaining and echoing through the tunnels and growing weaker as she disappeared, the data going with her.
Nobody alive in the facility had seen her.
The two eyes outside of it had.
When Jane arrived after a short night’s rest, Frater Araneus was in his garden, tending his flowers in the dawning morning. The premises of their Order were extensive and Frater Araneus had made his garden in a glasshouse in what had been the atrium of the main building. Careful not to disturb him, although she was sure he had noticed her presence, Jane stepped up and took seat at one of the many benches at the neatly graveled paths. Even now, in the deepest of winters, this garden was an oasis of light and color, warmth and calm. The old, brittle master of The Brotherhood wore his usual rough, brown garb, the hood pulled deeply over his face, and Jane watched him walk amongst his flowers. He carefully checked some petals in his hands here, watered and talked in a low voice to them there, sometimes forcefully jerking out weeds that surfaced by the slightest bit and threatened to insult and disturb the geometric order of his clean rows. His steps were careful and considerate. There was no rush and he gave each flower as much time as he thought it needed.
Jane had set down with the best intentions, but after watching for several minutes her patience slowly wore thin.
Flowers, old man, flowers. Millions of them wherever you go. Each of them just one among many. Enough already, she thought. She crossed her arms and brooded, staring into the ground in boredom and anger, distracted enough to forget where she was when she suddenly noticed Frater Araneus standing in front of her. He did not say a word and just looked at her, which felt worse to her than any telling-off could have in the way it showed his disapproval. Inattentive, she had not noticed him and did not know whether he had been standing seconds or minutes there. The rosy color of shame crept over her face as she realized her failing and quickly looked back at the ground, afraid to look up into Frater Araneus’s eyes and only see disappointment.
A painfully big, dense lump constricted her throat from within as she listened to him speak, “You have done better in the past, my child,” in a deceptively gentle voice. “But I see you are aware of that. Look up.”
On command Jane raised her head and involuntarily tilted back as she saw him wear his mask again. Its polished white surface only had openings for the eyes and a few tiny holes to let his speech escape. All the high ranking members of the Order wore it and it still disturbed her with its look between being made out of human bone and shaped in the mould of countless creepy porcelain puppets that stared with envious, dead eyes onto the world of the living.
“You know it is for a reason,” he said, having seen her thoughts as she remembered when she had seen the mask the first time, being introduced to the Order.
“This mask is here to help us remember that the work we do is not for our personal gain,” he had told her in one of the first meetings. “We do not serve as individuals, but as functions. We have a purpose and we must not be distracted from this purpose by our personal wants and needs. Therefore we all wear this mask, all look alike, all strive in unison for the Great Work. The Order has powerful people in its midst, and to help in bringing along the Great Work they have important, crucial roles in society. We need them and we cannot compromise their identity and lose their influence to the Order.”
A long time ago he had taken her in when she had been lost, had made her who she was when barely anything of her had been left, had taken care of her then, when she had needed to be taken care of. His guidance had given her a purpose, a meaning.
She was brought back from her reminiscence when Frater Araneus spoke to her again. “Enough. Let us not dwell on this. And now walk with me, my child.”
Jane knew better than to try the old man’s patience, so she got up and followed him through the prismatic arrangement of eternal spring that was his garden, in emerald greens and velvety reds with inklings of sunshine yellow. She matched his pace and waited for him to speak again.
“You have completed your latest mission,” he said after a while, leaving the words hang in the air, confusingly marked neither for affirmation nor confirmation.
“Yes… ” Jane tried, unsure of her expected role.
“Good, good. You know we do not take lightly to failure,” Araneus said and cleared his throat. “And it had been proposed to you that you could go back once you completed it.”
Jane did not like the way the old man spoke about it. It was suspicious. It sounded of something disappointing.
“Yes. I was to be allowed back for good after having done my share.”
The old man slowly shook his head. “Oh, child, we have never done our share. Never. We thought we could send you back, but the circumstances are most unusual and cannot be treated any other way than as a sign.”
They are not letting me back. They will keep me from returning to my brothers and sisters. Again. I will have to stay here and do more in the name of the Great Work, she realized and tears welled up in her eyes. Her nearly bridal walk turned into the slow, unwilling and dragging shuffle of somebody going to be hanged.
Araneus continued, “Believe me, child, I would have loved to see you return to our retreat, and it hurts me as well to have you do more work and see you suffer for it. Alas, there is more to be done and it requires your presence and we can not heed your or mine discomfort. Neither of us matters. All that matters is the Great Work.”
“It was promised!” Jane insisted loudly and stopped walking. “I was to go back to the Fold!” she shouted, not wanting to understand why she had to stay.
Araneus stopped in his walk and turned around towards Jane. His voice was serious and did not allow any contradiction while he looked at her through the immobile mask, “Listen to me. We have never been this close. Our goal was never nearer. Your recent effort has yielded some information we had been looking for and it changed the situation. Even if you wanted to take this lightly and call what we do a game, it would still be a serious game. A game that requires all our strength, all our wit, all our effort. And it is a game that we cannot afford to lose.”
His voice had become intense, concentrated. “Do not concern yourself with the reasons for the moment. Understanding will come later. But, you know, you should be happy you can do HIS work, deliver HIS will.”
Jane was deaf to his words. They only spread slowly in her mind, like water drops hitting wet sand. She could only think about not going back.
“I want to go back! I want to! You promised!”
“ENOUGH!!” he thundered at her, shutting her up, fed up with childish objections. “This is not about you and this neither the place nor the time to discuss what you want or do not want. We could very well review your latest mission and there is a lot to be said about what you did wrong, but I thought to let this slip in favor of all the good you have done,” he nearly shouted himself. “But your constant objection now is wearing my patience thin! You have another task and you will follow through on it. Are we clear, Jane Doe?!”
His bright eyes burned at her as she met his gaze. She quickly lowered her sight to the ground again and her voice trembled and betrayed her lips, offering of a flustered and unconvincing “Yes”.
As much as she loved and admired the old man, as much was she in fear of him. She could not bring herself to go openly against him, but for the first time she truly wished she could.
“Good. Very well. I am glad to hear this. I promise you will retreat after you have done your part,” he said as he patted her head. “Now go wait in my room.”
“Per ventus dei,” she gave the ritual good-bye without much conviction and nodded, her eyes still stubbornly directed at the ground and her cheeks aflush. She turned and left, leaving the old man standing alone in the middle of his garden as he watched her go.
She would wait in his room.
“Agent Gray, good you could finally join us. Please sit down,” Baystead said to Gray when he entered the meeting room.
The other agents had arrived earlier and their nights seemed to have been less wretched than Gray’s. After the flight back he had struggled to stay awake on his car trip home, after the director had dismissed them for the night, and his sleep had been more like a dreamless coma than real sleep. He felt terrible, old and tired. And he could not shake the feeling that something was stirring, probabilities shifting. The world seemed askew.
“As you know, gentlemen, we have been led astray yesterday,” Baystead’s voice brought him back to the present. The air conditioning hummed and filled the room with static when he paused. “We have been on a wild goose hunt, initiated by a fake emergency in Chicago. In the meantime a more direct target has been hit here in DC.”
Gray shifted his weight in his seat. He had questions but did not want to interrupt, especially as he expected to get answers sooner or later, but as usual the meeting was too slow for his taste. He preferred written reports he could scan at his own pace, so he occupied himself with sipping a bottle of water he took from the table.
“The second target, the real one, has also become victim to destruction. The site has been bombed, so our current information on what happened is pretty thin,” Baystead continued and ignored any impatient looks and hesitantly raised hands.
“There’ll be time for questions later. The situation we are facing here is no less critical. The DC facility was a data hub, and we know what had been stored there, but,” he stressed his point, “we don’t know what was taken.”
Gray observed Baystead and noticed how he had never seen him not look like Atlas, the world weighing down on his shoulders. Ever since he knew Baystead, he had always been serious, solemn and distanced.
“… and so we don’t know yet which of these it is. At best, the working schedules or administrative archives. At worst, and our current fear,” Baystead hesitated as if afraid to summon its truth, ”it is an extensive list of NSA and CIA operatives. Agents. Abroad and domestic. Public, secret and undercover ones.”
Murmur rose. Some of the present agents had already participated in foreign operations and the thought of being uncovered there chilled their bones.
Murray and Walker, had been to Lebanon. Carson had been to North Korea. Williams—key role in Gulf War I, Gray remembered. Any of them knew what terrifying consequences uncovering could have and shivers ran down their spines on small, icy feet.
Suddenly the previously restful room felt small, hot and uncomfortable. Somebody must have turned the air conditioning to 11, Suffocation.
“I take it you all know what this means to our operations, to our national defense and of course to our agents. The data has been encrypted to our best knowledge, but with a strike as planned and orchestrated as this, one could assume it has already been compromised. We don’t really know how much time we have.”
“So we have to get the data back,” Gray chipped in, “or we’d have a lot of blood to account for.”
Baystead eyed Gray for a moment, then turned his head and spoke to the group, his voice as stern as flint, “We have to assume the worst and protect our people and avoid potential blowbacks. We have to act as quickly as possible and get onto the traces and clues we have.”
Baystead gripped the armrests of his chair and squeezed them tighter during his speech, ivory knuckles shining through his age-worn skin. “I can’t stress enough how important this is. Our own men, fighting, struggling and working, are at stake. They could be captured, tortured or killed. And the political fallout? It would make the cold war look like sore silence after a minor squabble. By God, we can’t afford to lose this one!”
When the meeting was over, Gray needed to get out of the sticky room, but heard Baystead’s voice say, “Agent Gray, a word please!” and so stayed behind after the other agents had left.
Baystead seemed to have something he wanted sorted as he looked at Gray and appeared to be sorry and lost for words. “Look, Gray, I know you are tired. You just returned from Singapore, and while I am sure everyone would appreciate your effort in this emergency, it would be no use to see you break under the stress, now would it?” he tried tentatively and his watery-blue eyes did not leave Gray.
“Are you trying to send me home, Sir?”
“It’s just, you really don’t look good. And I don’t mean anything infantile like being a bit pale or not having eaten your apple for the day.” His words became urgent. “You look wasted. Like you have been beaten up and run over, just without any open wounds left.”
Gray’s answer was an exercise in defiance. “I’m fine.” And I don’t need parenting.
The sad truth was that Gray did not know what to do at home anyway. He had forgotten a long time ago. It had been all idle distractions since then, since she had disappeared.
Baystead tried anew. “Still, until we have more information, there is no specific need for you to be here. Why don’t you go home and we’ll call you in as we learn more and perhaps more men are required? Take a break?”
“Why don’t I just go home if the situation clears up? Another pair of eyes and hands won’t hurt.”
The room was all quiet except for the wall clock’s ticking as Gray thought he could see the activity behind Baystead’s eyes.
“I’m not going home by myself. If you really want to send me home, make it an order, file it. If not, excuse me for going to my desk now. I have work to do,” Gray said.
“There is no easy way with you, is there, Gray?” Baystead sighed, but still did not look away. “I’m not going to send you home by order. If you feel you must stay, then do what you’ve got to do. I won’t keep you from it,” he sounded vaguely hurt and still looked concerned.
Gray had not wanted to slap a helping hand—not too strongly at least—but he did not want to be pushed around like some little child that needed patronization either. “I’ll take the break if I should not feel up to it,” he said.
Baystead rocked his head, his face not telling whether he was satisfied or not with the response. “I guess I should appreciate your dedication and determination then. If there are any problems or issues, don’t hesitate to talk to me.”
Gray nodded before Baystead left the room.
The busy noise of the office outside their meeting place called Gray to work, but he needed a break, a cold drink and fresh air first.
Lisa felt a ripple in the net.
Something is wrong.
She had spent the last day and a half in front of her computer to come to terms with what actually was wrong. People she knew had suddenly dropped from the stage. People she interacted with nearly every day: just gone—as if they had been plucked and there was not even as much as a shadow where they should have been.
She had again spent her time connected with everyone, everywhere, everything imaginable at her fingertips at any time, but something had gone wrong and she did not like it, because the Internet was not just her home away from home, it was her home. A fine, educated place where searching for “Barbie’s Horse Adventure” can yield a plethora of interesting results.
Yet whatever was happening, she disagreed with it. People did not just disappear without explanation, and when they did, it was rarely a comforting one.
But right now she needed sleep. Her tired body and mind ached for it, her back hurt, her head pulsed like a gabber bass drum while her fingers were as stiff as a dead tree’s roots, but she knew she had to find them. Especially Lynn.
It had become a late night again for Dr. Lynn Hamilton. Alone at work and hunched over the statistics of her most recent test run, midnight had come and gone hours ago.
The results troubled her. The data did not add up and she could make neither ones nor zeros of it.
“Great, all the energy, all the CPU time, all the effort for nothing! Six months of work wasted. Six months!” she groaned, letting her head fall back.
I should have seen that coming. I should have double-checked, triple-checked, even quadruple-checked everything. And then checked again! And then got somebody else to check it! she thought, and then decided to have yet another look at the data. Perhaps she was missing something, she hoped.
She put her blond hair in a tail so it would not entangle with her glasses again and leaned over the masses of printouts on her desk. With a bit of effort she could have modeled a miniature of the Himalayas from all the paper lying around her, she pondered for a second, caught between simple wonder at the thought and daring herself, but then the rational, hard working part of her brain got the better of her. While it would certainly have been fun—she liked building things—it would not have helped her out of her misery.
Again it was no use. After spending an hour concentrating on the results, hoping to find some clue to unravel what the data was telling her, she decided give up for the moment.
An angry growl of her stomach reminded her that she had not eaten dinner, not counting the gum she chewed on and occasionally swallowed due to distraction, and that she had racked up enough extra hours again to make her an honorary Japanese. Twice even. She decided to save her data and then call it a day.
The laboratory was cold and deserted, and she shivered in the single light cone of her desk lamp before she got up to check on one of the workstations, her steps clicking and echoing through the room as her lab coat swung along. It was a lonely and miserable room for anyone not running on bits and logic operators as she did.
Watching her PC dump all her data and research content onto the storage, with still some time left she decided to check up on one of the computers that had burned out during one of the simulations. The power supply unit must have been weak and died during the hours of use in high demand. She set a new one aside and gave the remaining hardware a thorough look, relieved to see most of it intact, when suddenly the light around her subtly shifted.
A shadow had fallen and changed while there could have been no movement in the room.
I am not alone! Lynn realized. She spun around and saw a person standing in front of her desk, a couple meters away. The lithe woman was dressed in black and black hair framed her petite, white face as the woman stood there and smiled at Lynn. Lynn could not see the woman’s face clearly, as a part of it was shadowed, but she saw the smile. A smile a spider might wear while looking at its prey helplessly struggling in its web, enjoying the show and thought of food. The smile a boy would wear, going out to burn insects with a magnifier.
“Who are you?! You are not supposed to be here,” Lynn bellowed at the strange woman, who cocked her head to the side, as if listening to another, quiet voice.
“’Not supposed to be here.’ Yes, yes, I have already heard that recently,” she said and sounded like Snow White’s stepmother: polite, but unsettling on the high note.
Lynn knew this had to be about her research. Nothing else could people want here. In the hopes of distracting the intruder she started her way over to the far desk hiding the panic button and shouted, “This is certainly no playground here. I hope you can explain yourself Miss… I’m sorry, what’s your name? And how the hell did you get in here?!”
“Doe. The name is Jane Doe. And you left the door open,” Jane said as if that explained anything, still smiling. “I would not go there if I was you,” she added in a saccharine voice.
“Go where?” Lynn asked, and no guilty teenage boy had ever faked innocence as convincingly while hiding the stolen cookie behind his back.
“To the panic button, because a) it doesn’t work—anymore—and b) you could incredibly easily have an accident among those computers… So much electricity at open circuits.”
Lynn stopped not-yet-dead in her track and Jane continued, “Why don’t you just come over here, let me have a look at you and let us two cuties have a little girl-talk?” the woman invited Lynn with the sweetness of rotting flesh.
I could dispatch a distress call through the computer… Lynn glanced at her screen from afar and saw that her backup had been completed, immediately embarrassed that she had cared about the backup at all. Always the scientist. Some strange loony in your room and you think about your data. Clever. Darwin Award, here I come.
“Why, certainly. I’m afraid there’s only tea and no wine though,” Lynn said.
Jane watched her like a keeper would watch his strolling pet as Lynn strutted over and took her seat and lost no time to rap at the keyboard, hoping time would suffice.
“No, really, I wouldn’t do that either. I’ve heard of people having broken their fingers on computer keyboards, especially those odd ‘ergonomic’ ones,” Jane said.
Lynn had enough. She had never been very patient. Disciplined, yes. Patient, no.
“What’s with all the bullshit threats? And with standing there in the shadows, grinning like the fucking Cheshire cat? So who are you and what the fuck do you want?”
“Still as polite as ever, aren’t we?”
“As ever? We? Do I know you? You know me?”
She could not place what little she saw of the woman’s face, but the voice was vaguely familiar, although it seemed like it came from a place far away in time and space, hazy and vague.
Jane stepped into the light of the desk lamp and Lynn’s eyes widened while her face chalked. “You? What are you doing here? I thought you were… What happened… -”
“Yes, me. Surprised?” Jane asked. “I told you I keep my promises. Now, tell me: Where is Epiphany?”
Shock and fright took hold as the room shrunk in on Lynn and she suddenly felt like she was wearing a scratchy sweater, sizes too small, on flushed, hot and irritated skin, the turtleneck choking her. She did not expect anyone beside a handful of people to know about her work. And that woman—should have been none of them.
Ignoring the previous warning her hands sprung from under the desk onto the keyboard, her fingers a blurred flash on the keys.
“You bitch!” Jane snarled. A knife flew out of her pocket into her hand and she brought it down between Lynn’s fingers, stabbing the keyboard’s electronics in one flowing motion.
Barely controlled fury sharpened Jane’s voice. “I told you NOT TO DO THAT!” she shouted and the elegantly crafted dagger in her hand glistened in its thirst for blood.
Thank God I made it. Thank God I could at least warn them and hide the data. I hope they understand the message, Lynn thought in relief. She stared in silent defiance at the menace in front of her. Help would not be there in time and she was not much of a fighter, so she felt like there was nothing left to do for her except maybe claw her way out of this any way possible. I have to distract her, make her lose her temper and make a mistake.
“I will ask you just this once more. Give me Epiphany!” Jane said and demanded the project, Lynn’s baby.
“You weren’t asking. That was an imperative.”
Jane leant over the desk and brought her dagger, a waved, silvery ceremonial blade with intricate ornaments of glyphs, symbols and patterns, slowly forward. Just as the hand was above the keyboard, Lynn ripped it off the table, crashed it into the hand holding the dagger and then onto Jane’s head, who yelped in surprise and let go of the weapon. It promptly flew away to the side and clattered onto the floor. Lynn used the chance, jumped off her seat, lunged around the desk and tried to dive through the gap towards the door, but Jane caught her at the hair as she went by, and with a spinning throw sent her flying for the computer racks, which she brought down in a screeching crash, computer debris and sparks everywhere. Lynn blacked out for a second, but forced herself to get up and managed to support herself with her arms. She got onto all fours and retreated further into the unlit back of the lab, her vision a blurry chaos as she crept away. The computer lab’s back area was like a small labyrinth and she looked frantically for a hiding place or a way to outmaneuver Jane. Blood ran from a large gush on her head, where she had collided with the rack and she was a quivering mess of sweat and tears as she crawled along, occasionally throwing nervous looks back.
Within seconds Jane had found her dagger again and it seemed like she had all the time in the world as she approached the toppled computer parts and the blinking walls of digital hardware. “You are going to give me Project Epiphany, whether you want to or not! You don’t have a choice!” she shouted into the room.
Lynn did not think of replying and giving away her position, and she did not think that she would have found an open ear for the fact that she actually did not have the Epiphany data. Instead she looked for a weapon. Any weapon. Her gaze went over monitors, frames, printers, cases and other peripherals as she tried to keep her distance to Jane, but she could not find anything. Aware that she was no match in a bare fight, she had to make another escape attempt.
Lynn slid over to the single opened computer and connected the new power supply unit, then took her metal hair slide and held it partly into the power unit before sticking it in place with the gum she had been chewing. When she spotted Jane through all the racks and hardware against the light, she let go of the gum and immediately hurried her way to the other side of the room, where she held her breath.
Twenty-One, Twenty-Two, Twenty-Three, … the seconds slowly ticked away, the woman in black, Jane, walking off in near distance like a crow on stilts.
When Lynn’s count had reached thirty-two a loud bang and explosion blew through the room from where she had left the computer, followed by the noise of immediate running towards her contraption. Lynn catapulted up and ran for the door in a mad dash for escape and threw herself at the door, expecting it to give way.
And was knocked back onto the floor as it did not open. Did not even budge.
Locked.
Trapped.
Not wasting time she twisted up to reach for the key card in her jacket at the desk, but was too late.
Jane was already back, the key card slowly swinging in her raised hand, her grin one of wolfish delight.
“You did not think I would be that stupid and let you escape? Of course I locked the door. Silly girl,” she rebuked Lynn, who found herself cornered at the door. No help, no escape, no weapons. Between fight or flight one option had been crossed out and Lynn knew that as soon as Jane had gotten what she wanted, she would be dead meat.
“We don’t have Epiphany yet,” Lynn tried the truth.
“Right. The files said differently, so don’t be offended if I feel free to think otherwise. Now give me the data.”
Instead of answering she leashed out with her arm to surprise Jane, but was indeed no match. Her hand was easily caught, the arm twisted, the dagger brought to her throat. Jane dragged Lynn to the screen and forced her down in front of it.
“Ok, now get me the data! The time for games is fucking over!” Jane hissed into her ear.
“I told you I don’t have it! Nobody does!” Lynn sobbed, broken down and jumbled up. “Look at the data here!”
“I see.” Jane said. She pressed the dagger tighter onto the throat and it bit into the delicate alabaster skin. Enough to hurt—a lot—but too little to kill as blood ran.
Lynn screamed. And she did not stop screaming.
Not like this! I already gave my life for my work. Not again, not for good! Not like this! her mind looped.
But Jane did not care.
Eyes torn wide open, as if the eyelids were pulled apart with tongs, and jerking side to side, her mascara smearing off in her tears, Lynn did not know what to do. She did not believe in getting out alive. But the data was safe, which in turn meant that she did not believe in dying without torture. Lynn’s last plan of escape would not make her a favorite with any self-help organization, but betrayal would be too costly.
With all her remaining force she pulled at Jane’s arm to wrestle the knife away from her own throat, and when Jane had established equal resistance, Lynn pulled the arm towards her throat in a reversal and twisted her neck alongside the glittering edge, leaving a trail of crimson in the blade’s wake as it parted the white, delicate, yielding flesh. Within seconds there was not as much as a whistling coming from Lynn’s throat as it filled up with thick blood that spilled over into her lungs.
“Fuck,” Jane said as she noticed what just had happened. She started shaking and rattling the body she held, while shouting, “Hey! Where is the data! Listen to me! I swear, if you don’t give me the data, I’m going to… ,” but her words fell on morbidly anacusic ears, unreachable but to the toll of Lynn’s bell.
Jane let go and the body toppled onto the desk, blood slowly and weakly pumping from the cut and open mouth. It soiled the workplace, drowned the paper, and ran onto the floor into a puddle. A real red sea.
Confused and unable to think, like a frightened dear suddenly woken by a bang, Jane made her way to the door, where she paused and with disbelief looked a last time at the limp body she left behind, involuntarily shaking her head, the upper lip trembling and twitching.
And then slipped out of the room.
Lisa waited. She had reprogrammed her search agents to trace and combine the latest bits of info on the people she missed online and hoped there would be something that could help her.
She controlled and directed the different threads of software like a puppeteer as she checked the results and adapted parameters where she saw fit in the interwoven dance of the serving programs. There had to be something somewhere, she was sure. Nothing really ever happened anymore without some kind of effect on the net. At least a ripple.
She pulled her strings when an alarm went off. One of the search agents had found an online ad, placed minutes ago on an auction site that matched their communication protocols.
It must be Lynn! Lisa thought. She pulled up the link and read the ad text: To be sold as I’m about to give up the sport.
Lisa’s heart skipped a beat. Uncaring for the risks, she breached the auction site’s security like a ram through a Japanese paper door. Not very elegant, but she would clean up later.
The address she retrieved through her trace stumped her.
NSA? Again?
Parts of the NSA system were not beyond Lisa’s reach, but she would not go there without good reason. Damn good reason. The risk was rarely worth it, unlike now.
She started her suite of security auditing tools and reassigned her software agents to tasks useful for the work at hand: monitor traces, search files, watch the traffic flow. Lisa’s mind got into a rhythm and pulsed as adrenaline flooded her brain while her fingers sweet-talked the NSA’s computer security within minutes to gain access to the peripheral control system. Cameras, heating, air conditioning, lights, doors and every other electrically switchable circuit were all at her whim now. She knew the interface from when she had programmed the system to raise the building’s temperature by a degree Celsius every thirty minutes as a prank last April.
One of the pool address assignments matched the address Lisa got earlier and gave her the room’s address from which Lynn had posted. She tried to access the room’s cameras, but was rejected and an analysis returned that they were turned off and any attempts to turn them on again were futile. Damaged. Perhaps destroyed. Intentionally?
Trying again, a hardware list on the room’s main computer yielded the hoped result: There was a web cam attached as conference equipment.
Please, be alive!
Lisa turned the camera on and switched modes until a picture appeared on her screen. A picture she would have wanted to live without.
The grip around her heart tightened painfully and later she would hardly remember anything from the dark hour that befell her, after she managed to look away from the screen.
The body did not move anymore. Lynn was dead.
Frater Araneus shuffled through the bare, high-windowed stone halls of the friary of the Order. Silver moonlight fell through the colored lead glass of the windows and painted the floor in a maelstrom of bright, primary hues telling the history of the Order to those that could read the pictures.
His hunched figure was again clad in robes, smooth black ones this time, as he hurried for the meeting chamber. The hood drawn over his head only left shadows where his face would have been, and only the wake and eager eyes shined through the darkness.
He wrapped his robes tighter around him, in the chilly air that surged in from the outside through cracks and rips, and increased his pace through the old building that breathed as parts of it creaked and crunched, aged stones giving away the relative warmth of the day and preparing for the night. The cool air smelled of snow and wet cedar, but to Araneus it was the smell of change, which was all he could think about at the moment.
He reached the tall bronze doors that led to the meeting chamber and walked through the high arcs, made to remind everyone of his own slightness.
Araneus pulled the white mask out of the depths of his sleeves and put it on. The moonlight shone onto the smooth ivory surface, running along in soft and pearly shimmers, with a single red dot at the top that would designate him to his fellow brethren.
The heavy doors swung open and the path into the circular chamber lay before him, with his brothers already waiting on their stone pedestals, each one of them in black robes with white masks, only recognizable by their own symbols. They were all sunk in thoughts and prayer while they patiently awaited his arrival.
Araneus took seat with confident steps, where he remained in silent contemplation for a few minutes before he finally drew deep breath and began to speak with loud and clear voice.
“Brothers! Be greeted at this late hour and difficult circumstances! Per Ventus Dei!”
“Per Ventus Dei!” was the solemn and united reply of the five voices around him. They looked up and rested their eyes on Frater Araneus. “Per Ventus Dei. Only slightly less hokey than “May the Force be with you”. I hope I can soon stop spinning this nonsense yarn to trap these imbeciles. How can otherwise so intelligent people actually be mislead by this mumbo-jumbo? It’s absurd.
“We are here united in service to God. It is him we serve, his will we do. Many before failed to go where we aim to go and our own fruitless attempts are countless. But, we are at the brink of a new era! A new order!” A deep gong sounded, triggered from his seat.
Araneus looked up, as if drawing inspiration and words from the heavens. “As I speak, steps are being taken to change this world’s future. As I speak, Epiphany is near.”
He assumed they would hang onto his lips for every word now, even though he knew that his speech, as charged with pathos and pompous celebration as it was, would annoy them quickly. But he did not care. To him, the occasion justified this expense. “This world, this rotten, failing world will be delivered justice and order and this is why I have summoned you here: To bring you message of close success. Our quest is ancient and many sacrifices were made along the way. Painful, yet necessary they were, but they bonded us and made us strong in our purpose.”
He raised his voice as loud as he could without shouting.
“And this, all, will come to a close in our days! The Great Work will be done!”
Another gong and his speech was back to its soft self.
“Your contributions have been plentiful and significant. Your trust—unequalled. It will not be forgotten and you will have your places at the helm of the new order. So, brothers, bear with me and grant me some more patience while the final steps are conducted and bring our plight to a close.”
Araneus turned his face to the leftmost member and waited for a nod of acknowledgement, which he then did with all of them.
The member sitting opposite to the right of Frater Araneus did not nod. He started speaking. “Why have there been no recent updates on activities until today?” said the impatient male voice. Distrust clung to his speech like poison ivy. “We have been waiting for information and are not allowed communication outside of this circle. Is this all you had to report?”
Frater Araneus smiled, invisible to the others. Simius was the weakest link of their chain as far as Araneus was concerned. He held his position through the power he inherited, not claimed on his own. The power of money.
Araneus knew that Simius was not taking things all too seriously, being there more for the ritual and drama and dresses, like a mesmerized kid, than for actual involvement. And he loved his vain self in black garb. Araneus would not have been surprised should Simius scour the obituaries for excuses to wear black.
He broke the silence.
“Frater Simius, with due respect I always address you according to protocol. Don’t you think it’s impolite to deny me the same privilege?”
“Yes, Frater Superior,” Simius remembered the protocol, drawing the hierarchical lines of the Order again, reminded of his place like a dog shaken by the neck.
“Good. As for the updates, I consider them to be necessary when there is something worth being said. Our meetings involve risks, and risks are losing gambles over time,” he began his lesson. “Therefore I say something when it needs saying, and stay silent when not. Therefore, I summon you when you need to be summoned, and stay alone when not. What use would there be to send you a message telling you that nothing has happened, or summoning you to tell of stagnation? As we are driven by events and needs, our communication is driven by events and needs.”
His focus had shifted towards the whole hall during his words, his voice celebrative again.
He loved to hear himself speak.
“You hear everything when you need to hear it and will be told what needs telling. We can not work without trust, and has there been any occurrence yet that would make you doubt me and my dedication?”
“No, Frater Superior. In this case, please continue,” Simius said sheepishly and nodded.
Good. Works for me, Araneus gloated quietly before he continued. “We have come upon information about Epiphany and that there had been made more progress in the last three months than in all the thousands of years before. If the data is indicative of the truth, then it is already created, but unused. And by God’s will we came upon a chance to retrieve it. I may have to summon you within the week to bring our mission to its deserved end. Until then I require your most important assistance now to ensure our success in these tumultuous times. The tedious details will be given to you as usual.”
The wall-mounted candles flickered in the ever-present wind and threw twitching shadows against the members of the inner circle, who were weary and, oddly enough and against his expectation, somewhat uninterested as he observed them from the security of his mask.
Are they catching on to the fact that I’m leading them on? That Epiphany isn’t exactly what they expected?
No other questions were raised and Araneus was unsure whether this was due to disinterest or the other members not wanting to give away their thoughts. He was wary of opposition and subversion, which could endanger all his plans. Ill at ease he felt like his grip on them had weakened in recent weeks and seemed to melt away, leaving him little time to use them.
“Brothers and friends,” he began his final speech and swung his arm in an arc, including them all, “we will adjourn this meeting now and continue once Epiphany, and all the power that comes with it, is ours. It seems that our enemies are not completely aware yet of what they are holding in their hands, so swift action is in order to protect our interests. And again, I hope I can count on your assistance in these days.”
Some of the candles that lit the room had gone out by then and the windy and gloomy chamber reverberated with the weight of his voice.
“We are in the final days! We will triumph! All our labor and pain will be rewarded and we are about to reap what we sowed. Per Ventus Dei!” he chanted, quickening and growing more excited with every word.
“Per Ventus Dei!” the followers repeated and then, one by one left the room.
Araneus embraced the feeling of solitude that overcame him. He needed the Order and all the influence and power it could provide, and he needed to control it. At times it had been fun to consummate the rituals that came with it, important to instill a sense of wonder, mystery and excitement in his flock with his own personal puppet theatre, his sprinkling of fairy dust, which allowed him to remain in control. But by now, it only annoyed him and he wished he could do without, letting the whole charade fall wayside. He could not afford to yet though.
Against the frost expanding its hold on the room and reaching out towards him through the cold air that wrapped him like a wet blanket, Araneus remained seated until the last candle went out. With the room sunk in darkness, he hobbled out.
Gray walked out of the Department’s building and looked for his car, racking his brain without much push. He had notorious trouble remembering where he parked and his lack of sleep and the headache that had developed throughout the morning and now spiked his cerebral sponge did not make things easier. On the lookout for his vehicle he wandered the neighborhood and tried to ignore the feeling as if somebody had forgotten a pair of all-steel scissors in his frontal lobes.
He walked without a real aim beyond enjoying the stroll, most of his motivation sapped away by work. Snow still lay around, the sun was vibrant and bright on the pastel blue sky and the air was refreshingly clear. The world did not just look like the world, but like a Monet interpretation of it after he had spent the whole morning organizing the information that had come in about the data robbery in DC and coordinating their efforts with other agencies, all in his stuffy workplace.
When the headache had become unbearable he had secured a permit to take a second look at the crime scene and get out of the office for a while. He just wished he would find his car, and not for the first time also wished he had bought something else than an unbearably generic sedan. It had been the epitome of safe choices and the most excitement the car provided was the effort to remember where it was and what it exactly looked like.
After trying to open two Lexus that turned out to not be his own, he decided to use the metro and, as he crossed a small, nearby park, saw a clown entertaining a crowd of kids and their mothers with acrobatics and magic tricks near one of the summer stages. Everybody loved him.
Gray hated him.
Gray hated every clown.
Yet, with suspicion, he observed the clown work as he walked by. The kids watching the clown were absolutely spellbound and stared at the painted entertainer with excited eyes, clapping and screaming. The clown would do a flip or handstand here, juggle a bit there and pull all kinds of objects out of everybody’s ears and noses to cheering “Oooohs” and “Aaaaahs”. Gray failed to see the fun in it. He even preferred dentists to clowns.
Unable to spot a cup demanding a mite he reasoned that the clown either had an accomplice picking pockets or was there alone to pick up bored single mothers.
Gray disapproved. Not for picking pockets or pulling bored women, but for still being a clown.
He really hated them. Nobody trying to be funny all the time and regardless of the circumstances could be sane. To him, forced evergrins were creepy things of mental asylums, Lynch movies and the Home Shopping Network. Open pervs were at least honest. But it was those moronic, always smiling people that snapped at some point and cut a kidnapped victim’s heart out. With a spoon. A dull one. Sick people, these clowns. Just as suspicious as people that have thousands of pictures of clothed females in non-sexual poses on their hard drive.
Gray sped up and as he got by the clown could have sworn the clown had stared him right in the eye, as if he had recognized Gray or had something to tell him.
Uneasy, Gray looked the other direction and quickly walked by, towards the station while trying to think of something he could have the clown arrested for, just out of spite, but then dropped the thought when further away.
At the metro station, he swooped down the stairs instead of the escalator in a heraclean choice and saw a few teenagers scattered on the platform. They chatted busily and excitedly shared tales of lectures and new professors, enthusiastic about their studies while they laughed and goofed around with each other and generally had a good time.
It was easy to spot the recent start of a new term. Usually students would walk or sit around with their textbooks held in a way that nobody could help but read the title and draw the conclusion about the wielder of the mighty tome being a student. College freshmen were nothing if not vain.
Gray himself had adorned his car with a bumper sticker reading “Lawyers don’t sue people. People sue people.” when he had taken up his studies, thinking it to be the epitome of wittiness that it was not.
But to see those college students now put Gray in a mixed, twisted state of mind. It reminded him of the lethargy and apathy he had made his own over the last ten years, his life a series of missed chances. The contrast between lost, misspent years and having once been happy split his insides.
Sarah, he thought in his morose mood, kicking small pebbles that lay around onto the track, where are you?
The thought faded without answer. As usual.
A bit more than ten years ago life had seemed great to Gray, just like it did to those students. He had still been studying law at the time, twenty-two years old. He had not found his studies to be very entertaining or inspiring, but with solid job prospects and he had known how privileged he had been to study at all.
While partying had been a higher priority than working at the time, being able to provide for himself and a future family he wanted to have had been important to him, even when other people ridiculed him for what they considered boring. All he had wanted had been a happy family with their own nice spot to live in. A woman that loved him, chubby happy little kids, their own house with a garden. Perhaps one or two dogs. Nice neighbors would have been welcome bonuses.
He had wanted nothing extravagant. Just his own little bit of simple happiness. His own absolute reference point.
Everything that had not seemed colorful or exciting about his life had been more than offset by Sarah. Sarah had been two years older than Gray and doing her PhD in Applied Mathematics at the time. They had met at a university party and a drunken Gray had tried to impress her with clever jokes, but had rather been noticed for his lack of sense of balance and dignity and a tongue that had stumbled worse than an intoxicated Peter Sellers. For some weird reason, which he had never completely understood since the morning after, she had still liked him.
Afterwards they had been inseparable. Gray had loved everything about her. The delicate face with night sky eyes, the raging sea of blond hair, the daring smile with twinkling eyes when she challenged him to do something stupid (“Quit stalling!”), her irritation at problems she could not immediately solve, her flaring impatience and her ability to let go of everything and never be ashamed for who she was, living her life the way other people danced when unwatched. He even remembered the most trivial bits about her, like the way she had her coffee, with tons of sugar and cream, and as if it was a treasure.
Gray had never tired of looking at her. None of his own needs would have ever turned him away from her and he had loved waking up next to her and just spend his time watching her. She drew him in and he had never been able to completely fathom her, never completely reach at her essence. He had been smitten and hopelessly sold, and nothing would have kept him from marrying her. She was everything he wanted.
And then, suddenly, she had been gone.
Without a hint, without a trace. It had been the summer nine years ago, when Sarah had applied for a new research project and gushed over it in a never ending stream of words Gray had not really understood or remembered, but Sarah had told him it was a revolutionary field. To Gray it just had been math.
A few weeks later, they had planned dinner, she had not turned up. Calling her got no reply. Nobody had seen her and nobody had known where she had gone. Neither her parents nor her sister had heard from her and their other friends had not known anything either. Days had passed and the police had not found anything. Days had turned to weeks and the police had stopped looking.
Weeks had turned to months and life for everyone else had gone back to normal for all intents and purposes.
For Gray, months had turned to years and he was still as lost as he had been on the evening Sarah had not turned up, still unable to pickup the pieces. It did not make much sense to Gray. Nothing did.
Even when he managed to distract himself with work, there was never a moment he was not aware of the gap.
What happened to you? And what happened to me?
He still caught himself seeing her face everywhere. In snow drifts, in moving shadows, in whirling leaves. Everywhere his imagination could complete a picture it did so with her face. Gray did not know whether it was knowledge or denial, but it had never felt to him as if she was dead. She was gone, but he could not help but believe that she was alive—somewhere. Hope dies last, they say. His did not at all. He would have been ready for a deal with the devil. For sale: One soul. Pristine condition. Extended warranty. Not refundable. When it came to time without her versus time with her, he would have traded days for hours, years for months. He had always missed her every time he had said good-bye for any reason. Thinking about her he still felt homesick.
With a rush of air, blowing away bits of snow and ruffling everyone’s hair and clothing, the train rode in and came to a screeching halt when the steel brakes forcefully embraced the rusty wheels. A swell of people exited before Gray was sucked into the train and into the present again with the surge of people looking to score a seat, which was nothing Gray cared about, pushing and rumbling and forcing their way. He liked standing, being in motion, not sitting down.
The inner of the cabin was worn and dirty. Old newspapers lay around and filth and dust had been pressed into every angle, corner and crevice by time and baked by the sun. The once-red seats were rubbed off and had bleached spots on their fake-leather covering with cuts spread among them. Metal parts that once had been polished were scratched and matte, only giving grotesquely distorted and hacked mirror images off their surface. The floor was ominously stained with colored footprints all over and Gray could only guess which kind of body fluids had found their way onto it during the time of its life.
The train seemed beyond hope and redemption. It looked like a rolling dump, unfairly kept alive while it should have been allowed to die in peace.
But perhaps there is no dignity in death, the great equalizer, he thought. Perhaps giving up is always the uglier choice.
Gray hung on to a handle and tried to decipher the headlines on the newspapers lying around from a distance to pass the time, and going by the collection available he would not have been surprised to find one where the moon landing was still breaking news.
There was just the usual: Illion, an online service that had risen to internet stardom recently, had acquired new mobile mainframes and bought lots of dark fiber—fiber optic lines that had been installed in bulk during the dot-com bubble but were unused—while laying their own transpacific cables. Now they announced the roll-out of even more products that allowed users to handle all their business and administration online through Illion services, making traditional offline software vendors and the entrenched industry giants nervous and possibly obsolete in the midterm future. They had become a major global player in months and the stock market net worth made the second sector look like child’s play. The two founders alone had become worth more than one hundred billion dollars together in the last three years, and one of them was supposed to speak at an upcoming net neutrality conference in DC. Their site was used more than a billion times each day with each of the searches bringing in money through advertising. And now they had mail applications, instant messaging, a video archive, news aggregation.
They were just short of becoming the Internet. Their technical and financial progress was mind boggling, especially considering their main maxim: “Do no evil”. Sounded like a joke to Gray, seeing as how power was usually amassed. He was not sure anyone could ever hope to attain wealth without stepping on a few toes and dropping unwilling bodies into willing waters.
There were news about even more damage on the I-95 and traffic being occasionally routed through one lane and advice to use other routes if possible, the weather bringing in more cold, snow and storm over the next days and an editorial about how diplomatic relations with France and Germany seemed to have been rectified over time again after recent controversy about foreign relations.
When Gray had enough of the news, he relaxed his eyes and eavesdropped on the students on the seats next to him, by proxy taking part in what passed as normal life. While he was only a few years older than the students, he felt at least two generations apart, a life reality shifted by rather a few degrees than mere years.
With recognizing awe he listened to them talk about their law studies and happily discuss what they wanted to do in their future life, after finishing their studies. Gray perked up. He knew that phase all too well. The dreams. The elaborate castles of air so thin it danced with the stars.
Both students involved looked not exactly like frat boys, with the shorter one of the two, a chubby-faced kid with round, brown eyes and a pig nose, laying out his grand visions of becoming a luminary on criminal law, the Friedman of penology, and he looked to be very fond of his plans and his abilities.
The other student seemed not adequately interested in the megalomaniacal visions of his fellow. The lanky and unhealthy looking adolescent, poster child of everybody that had grown too much too soon and without proper food, spent most of his time gazing with a dead look in his glassy eyes through the smeared window onto the by-rushing blocks and houses. Utterly boring, yet fascinating enough to escape the talk headlong.
Gray looked up from the scene when a scruffy passenger announced his coming with loud snuffling and coughing. The man must have been over seventy years old and only little stray and greasy hair was left on his tainted scalp and overshadowed his marked, deeply wrinkled, leathery face. His ragged grey clothing, littered with stains and spots, hung loosely on him, like on a scarecrow, for which he would have been a perfect stand-in.
The worst was the smell though: a cross between well-aged urine and the cheapest possible industry alcohol. The smell of Budweiser.
The chubby kid was still talking about law when the homeless person staggered between handles, much like an ape would have swung from tree to tree, leaned into their space with an overly happy smile and raised his hand to point a nicotine-stained, yellow-spotted finger at the kid—without saying a word first.
But he had advice to dispense. With a croaky voice that did not seem to be used much he said, “Study tenant law! Made me come a long way!” to the kid and cackled maniacally as he turned around and staggered on. The kid’s face turned lime-white and he did not have more to say on the topic of his grand future.
Like a deer caught in headlights Gray was caught between laughter and embarrassment. He thought of his own comfortable life, where any complaining was high class moaning, and suddenly paying taxes and being boring did not seem as bad anymore.
The students did not exchange any more words for the rest of the way, but the boy that had previously gazed out of the window the whole time now had a hardly hidden smirk on his face.
Just like high school. Companions rather by circumstance and necessity than affection.
Gray still remembered his own experience and disappointment of switching to college. High School had been a grueling gauntlet of boredom and alienation and he had been looking forward to college for years, until, once there, it had dawned him that the other students had to come from somewhere: High Schools. Same shit, different place. Work beat school for him any day of the week.
The only thing he missed from that time were the days with Sarah. He had met her during that time. And lost her during the same.
Gray asked himself often if the time with Sarah, and knowing her, had been worth the loss of her. Time and time again he had asked himself the same question, and time and time again he had a single reply, yet she had left such a gap that the question returned over and over, in disbelief of the answer. At times he felt pathetic that he did not manage to move on, but not knowing how she had left, whereto she had gone and what had happened to her did not leave him any rest.
Looking through the windows onto the snow-covered trees and the whitened buildings and landscape as the train slowed down to enter an underground section, he felt misplaced and his thoughts were caught in circles of loss and regret as the train rode on and yanked him away from daylight.
The facility looked exactly like the one in Chicago, and was as much hidden in sight—being located in an openly accessible industrial area—and had been built on the thought that nobody would expect it there. Stepping through the elevator doors Gray wondered how many doors there were in everyday life everyone just walked by, assuming them to have a proper purpose, but in reality this being a very special purpose, hiding a secret to all but a select few. Privileged entries, doors to service areas, supposed basement staircases, all leading into some mysterious worlds.
When the elevator door opened and Gray entered the hall he was greeted by an already waiting assistant, introducing himself as Mr. Kemper, to lead him around. The interior looked similar enough to the Chicago one to ponder whether they even had the same crappy art deco paintings hanging around and the same plastic plants filling corners.
The assistant, a middle age man whose cheap suit was a size too big in some regions and a size too small in others, making him look like a traveling salesman beyond his best years, a round man forcefully fit into a square suit, led him to a staircase which had dust and debris everywhere. Only the largest pieces and lumps had been removed and Kemper explained the situation.
“The security system caught nothing yesterday night and even the cameras had no recordings. As if a ghost struck. And here, in the staircase, three men were injured, one of them heavily, when the bombs went off while our security team rushed through. It was a damn trap.”
While Kemper led him on, Gray only listened with half an ear and tried to imagine how the run had gone down. With his fingers running over the walls and the dents and craves in the structure he let his mind work, retreating with the conscious part to give his intuition room to unfold.
“C4,” the assistant told him and pointed at the holes in the walls. ”Highly powerful, even in small masses. Ripped the walls to shreds. But we don’t really care about the walls, you know? The server room got it as well. Went completely down.”
“I heard about that. All hardware, all data, gone. Costs in the millions and a few black holes in our information archive. Well, not really black holes, but more like blind spots. We know something is missing, but not exactly what.”
“Yeah,” Kemper said darkly. “And I am one of those that has to take responsibility. Even the laser rig has been tricked! And we don’t know how, except for possibly jumping between the beams like a drugged monkey.”
In the anteroom of the server cave the dead body of the killed security guard had been taken away and the blood removed, but Gray had seen the original photos of the scene.
“We assume she walked in here and shot the guard non-lethally first to make him comply,” Kemper explained. “He then proceeded to open the door and was subsequently shot and killed by the intruder, who-”
“She? Her demands?”
The assistant was irritated. “His! Her! Whatever! We don’t know either way, so I just switch them around. Feminists should get the full deal. What does it matter?!”
“Oh,” Gray said and looked at Kemper’s name tag again to remember the name as they entered the server room.
It was a complete mess. Broken parts of computer hardware mingled with dust and pieces of the walls and floors. What little artificial lighting had been in the room was completely destroyed and only through the door fell some light into it. It was like somebody had taken a complex technical drawing, hard to understand as is, and completely ripped it apart into a million piece puzzle. No chance of reconstruction.
Gray walked around among the ruins and took close looks at everything anyway, but there was nothing he could do, so he considered it time to check the escape site, where another detonation had opened the way into the sewers and made the getaway possible.
The restrooms were also nearly gone and replaced with rubble, and a huge hole gaped in one of the outside walls with only darkness to be seen behind it.
“Where do those tunnels lead to?” Gray asked and put his head through the hole and into the tunnel, making his voice echo along and disappear in the dark.
“We don’t know beyond the near vicinity. Much of our sewer ways are unmapped. Well, they probably were mapped at one time, but there is nothing left except for the nearest area.”
“I see. What about the subway? It can’t be too far off. Any connection to it from here?” Gray asked.
“We don’t know for sure. Could be, but nobody went looking yet. It was considered a waste of time to get lost in this labyrinth without much of a perspective to find anything of value.”
Gray went back inside and after some looking around found a flashlight among the tools workers had left there. He flicked it on to check its working order.
“I hope you don’t mind me borrowing this. I want to take a look on my own,” he said.
“I hope you don’t expect me to come with you!” Kemper raised his hands in quick protest, uncomfortable with the idea.
Gray grinned at him. “No, in fact, I do not. Don’t wait with dinner, this could take a while.” Without waiting for an answer he ducked out of the room and walked into the dark.
The flashlight only provided little illumination and Gray found himself weaving it back and forth to paint the beam in quick strokes to see slivers of his surroundings. The smell, barely noticeable before, was horrid and the air stale and even tasted foul on the back of his tongue.
Unable to find anything of interest near the vicinity of the building Gray moved increasingly further away from it. But still without success after two hours worth of searching, he turned back.
Halfway there, he suddenly felt movement at his back and thought he had heard faint steps. With held breath he shot up and lighted the whole place. His eyes flicked back and forth, trying to find anything that had not been there moments ago, but all he saw were still rusty and leaky pipes, smudgy metal walks and slowly and thickly rolling sewage redefining the bounds of viscosity.
Maybe he was paranoid, he thought, but that came with the job. And as the old joke went—as stale and tiresome as the air around him—being paranoid did not mean they were not after one. He continued his investigation when he suddenly had the same startling sensation, but this time was sure that he had heard steps. Goosebumps waved over his skin as he spun around and, this time, was lucky.
In the shaky spotlight he saw the swinging rest of an anthracite coat disappear behind a corner only few feet away.
Aware that he had no weapon along Gray sprinted off. I could have been hit, injured or killed a lot earlier without anybody forgoing prior chances to do so. Whoever’s running away, isn’t trying to harm me.
Gray’s heavy steps clunked on the metal floor on his run and as he turned the corner himself he saw a moving shadow turn right at the next corner, which he went for with a racing heart and lungs under full load, recycling sour air that would leave an aftertaste on anyone’s tongue for weeks.
Gray clipped a pipe and lost the light, but could now definitely hear steps from the person getting away from him and managed to keep up by following the sound and heard himself getting closer as the other steps grew louder. His muscles tensed up and the rhythm of his steps, hitting the floor hard, sped up and turned corner after corner, homing in on the sound, getting ever nearer to its source, when it suddenly ceased.
Gray stopped and listened with raging breath short of hyperventilation and heavy and exhausted legs. He tried to calm himself and forced his breath to slow, unwilling to let whoever it was get away. It might be the only chance of a trace to retrieve the lost file on the agents. There was too much at stake.
Gray stood and waited, knowing that the pursued could not have disappeared, playing the waiting game with whoever waited for Gray to give up and go away.
Everything had gone quiet and when Gray had cooled down enough, he heard the sounds native to the environment. Water dropped off the rusty pipes and valves. Everywhere noises of water moving. It plodded along beside him, a thick mess of waste, between brown and splotchy grey, near-stopping at the speed of a walk to the gallows. The all-prevailing moisture gathered on the dark slabs of stone around him and ran down in small, thin streams. All around him dropping and dripping and sloshing, running and streaming.
Doubt rose. Did I let him get away? Sweat ran down his face and he knew that a wrong decision would cost many dearly. But he also knew that this doubt would be planned, waiting for him to leave.
Time passed slowly, or so it seemed. He had no watch on him and had no idea how long he had been standing there. Seconds, minutes, hours—he would have signed any claim.
It was horrible. It seemed there was no right thing to do, only questionable choices with a fifty-fifty chance. And he did not even have the slightest clue how to get back. The tunnels were devoid of light and any distinguishing features and he had not remembered the way during the chase.
He was stuck.
And he could not stand it any longer.
About to turn around and try find his way back there was a rush of cloth and wind directly at his side, not a foot away. Gray could not believe it. Whoever it was had hidden so close all the time.
He stumbled aside from surprise and his hand reached out to grab the bundle of dirt and torn clothing, but it was too late and the person slipped off as Gray toppled on his back before springing up again, refueled by the chance for a catch. With eyes weakly adjusted to the slight luminescence of the tunnel he ran after the huddled shape that was a great deal slower than he was.
Gray caught up and tackled the figure down to the ground, where they crashed onto the floor with loud banging, putting the metal frame under stress and making it creak threateningly, seemingly ready to fail and drag them down into the deep.
Whatever Gray had caught there, it smelled horrible. It smelled like a twenty year old dog that had never been bathed and just recently got wet. Gray managed to pin the scoundrel down by the shoulders and put the arms into a lock before he turned him over slowly, careful to not lose his grasp on whoever groaned in pain and did not offer much resistance beneath him. He felt a torch light hanging from the man’s belt and apprehended it, quickly switching it on.
Gray knew the man. He had just seen that wrinkled, worn face, those receding, yet long hairs just a short while ago. The old man wriggled beneath Gray and groaned in discomfort. What gave him away though was the smell: Stale beer.
The man from the train!
Not that there were not quite a few people reeking of stale beer, and—with nothing but a mirror to be his drinking buddy—Gray had belonged to those on more than one Wednesday morning, but he knew it was the same man.
He let go of him, who kept wriggling around on the ground without even being held down, and Gray stood up and straightened and patted his clothing cursorily without letting the man out of his sight.
“Sheesh, whatcha have done that for? Can’t a man take a walk when he wants to? ‘Tis a free country, ya know?” the bag of clothes on the floor spoke to him in a slur.
Gray could not quite see the similarity between taking a walk in the park and taking a walk in the sewers. And he could see even less why anyone would treat them the same.
The man got up and instead of ordering his clothes, which would have been an exercise in futility, shook himself like a dog that had just gotten out of rain.
“Who are you and what are you doing here?!” Gray asked and stayed within reaching range.
“Jake. The name’s Jake. And I fucking live here,” the man said, scratching himself behind his right ear and yawning extensively.
“Jake? Your parents stopped there?”
“Yup. Jake it is to you.”
“You live here? You live, here, in the sewers?”
“Not exactly the sewers, but here underground. Sure. As good a place as any in this shitty excuse for a world,” he shrugged. “To go all Franz Werfel on your ass: ‘The safest wealth is the lack of needs’, or so they say.”
Gray blinked. Weird reply.
“And your name, stranger?” Jake asked.
“Agent Gray.”
“Agent? Weird first name. Your parents celebrity?”
“Very funny,” Gray said and showed his badge.
Jake did not look like much a threat and Gray had the hunch that the man was not connected to the raid. The man did not seem connected to anything.
“I’ve seen you on the Subway today,” Gray said. “You exited a station earlier than me. You did not get here by chance, did you?”
“What if I did?”
“Then I wouldn’t believe you, drag you to the surface and make you a part of the ongoing investigation in the way that you spend a lot of days in a ten-square-feet bunker if that is what it takes to make you talk.”
The man stepped closer and Gray could see the tired eyes as the man spoke, “I’m not going back. I’m not going into jail. I’m not going.” There was no drunkenness in his eyes, which were some of those that gave away into what depths they had looked in their time.
Time to tread lightly.
“You’ve checked all the boxes for appearing suspicious. What were you doing here? Why did you run away?”
“I was watching the explosion site for salvage.” The I-am-just-a-bum-act had gone out of his voice. “I live not far from here and was on one of my late night expeditions yesterday when I heard explosions. I came closer to that one building and wall that looked just like any other wall, yet clearly something was happening in there. I looked around in this area for things to take home when a few moments later the wall completely blew aside,” Jake explained. He leant against the railing and supported himself on it now, weak from the exertion and hurt from the crash. “I quickly hid in a dark spot and a woman sprung out of it and ran northwards.”
Jake noticed the lack of comprehension on Gray’s face and added, “That’s to the right of the hole when you exit it.”
“Mmmh.”
“Well, that’s where you can go up to the metro tunnels and walk to any of the platforms or stations. Or even go into the service tunnels and move on.”
This was indeed interesting to Gray. “Did you notice anything else? What did the woman look like?” he asked with a pounding heart. A possible lead and a description of the suspect. More than they had at the moment and perhaps the clue they needed.
Jake closed his eyes and grimaced as he tried to remember, re-imagining the event in front of his mind’s eye.
“That’s a five-stroker,” he said and stroked his scraggly beard while thinking. “She was about, hmmm, perhaps five-six, five-seven in height and looked pretty fit and lean. Black hair, just about below her chin, a bob cut, although I could not really see more of that in the given lighting. Completely dressed in black with some weird tools and equipment hanging from her suit.” Jake rolled his eyes upwards as if he was actively looking for more information in his brain. “That’s it.”
Gray nodded and committed the description to memory. “Thanks. Was there anything else you noticed and anything else that happened?”
“Well, yes,” he hesitated. “She threw her clothing away. The black combat suit. She threw that one away.”
Before Gray could begin to ask Jake if he possibly managed to save that clothing, he already got an answer.
“Yes, I have it. It’s at my place. ‘twas some quality clothing, so I put it up to dry. Would have brought in a few bucks.”
“I need that.”
“Weeell, ‘ts gonna cost ya,” Jake said in his bum impression, his thumbs hooked into his version of a belt, a broad and rough cord.
“How much?”
“Hmmm, let’s see. The danger, the effort, the storing-“
“How much?!”
Water dropped onto Gray’s face.
Jake did not seem overly fazed by Gray’s louder voice. What he hell am I doing here? I should just take him into custody and not play games.
It seemed out of place to squabble with somebody over something that could mean life or death. He was losing his patience.
“Listen, this might mean many people’s lives. This is neither the place nor the time to talk about petty pay for some sideway loot,” Gray said. He had a hard time keeping his temper with people who haggled with those in need and looked to capitalize on hardship.
“Um, we’ll talk about that when we are at my place then?”
“Yeah. Sure. Go on,” Gray commanded him without much sympathy. As soon as he knew where it was he could just take it.
Jake nodded like an obligated vassal and set off with Gray following along, who was not sure how to make the man cooperate otherwise. Custody would have meant a dry, warm cell with regular meals, which in Gray’s eyes did not seem very threatening to somebody that lived his life down in the sewers and off what he found in this concrete jungle of tunnels and pipes. Better to play along and try to not give him too much rope, he thought, always keeping an eye on the clock he did not have along.
Together they traveled the rest of the way in the moist, damp and murky ambience. It was boring and tedious. Gray had no idea how long they had been walking and what time it was or whether it was still bright outside. Time seemed a blurry streak without any marks.
When they had crossed over into the old metro tunnels, they occasionally met and went by other people that looked just as rough and tumble as Jake did and after they had crossed paths with a handful of them, Gray finally asked, “Who are all those people? What is this place?”
“That’s where the ones that fell through the cracks come to. Welcome to the world of all kinds of misfits, miscreants, dropouts, criminals, artists, liberals and other unwanted elements. This is persona-non-grata country. And now hush up and follow me. And while you are at it pray that we don’t meet any of the more, um, uncivil folks.”
Towards the end of their path, long after they had crossed into the metro tunnels, Gray noticed how warm it actually was down there in comparison to the temperatures above ground. Living underground did not seem like the worst choice for a homeless person in need of shelter, protection from wind, rain and freeze. Moving up, they climbed a ladder and crawled through an opening more than fifteen feet above ground, where nobody would go by chance, and Gray was unsure where he was being led this time.
What he saw there was a minor revelation. Beyond the hole the ladder led up to, a big wide room expanded to the other side, which looked more like a loft than just a room. It was spacious and moderately equipped with furniture, lit by an array of neon lamps at the ceiling. Any slacker college student would have taken to the room like a dolphin to water if it had been located anywhere on the surface. A short climb down on the other side, he found himself in the room.
“Nice place you’ve got here. Looks better than many places I have lived in,” Gray said as his hand ran over the old leather sofa in the middle of the room. Jake had disappeared in some side room and was only heard rummaging.
The main room was about as big as a middle-sized church and had worn but clean furniture, with an inviting leather sofa and a handful of used armchairs around a massive wooden table. Even the carpet was cleaner than Gray would have expected, considering the circumstances of living in old metro tunnels.
Jake did not return for a while, so Gray decided to look for him and went to where Jake’s shuffling noises came from. He entered the smaller room and to another surprise found it covered with desks cambering under the load of thousands of books. A private library.
Jake had just finished stuffing clothing into a bag and pushed him into the hall again and towards the sofa as he got two beers from a fridge standing in one of the corners Gray had missed on his first look-around. Jake handed one to Gray.
You’ve got to be kidding me. Import beer? Jupiler? Belgian beer? Down here?
Gray half-expected the mad hatter to run by and the Queen of Hearts to follow while shouting obscenities in a Cockney accent. He was sure that something was wrong with his head or that he was dreaming very vividly right now, his body lying somewhere and being poisoned by sewage gases.
“Oh, the beer? You’d be surprised what falls off trucks,” Jake said, his unkempt grey hair falling over his carved face. “I rarely drink, in opposition to what one might suspect usually seeing me, and as you can tell I like some creature comfort,” he said and rubbed his chin, hand rasping on the stubble, before he pointed to the bag. “This is it. She shed those off like an insect its skin and had normal everyday clothing underneath.”
“And your price for it?” Gray had not forgotten that bit.
“Nothing complicated. I want you to not report me to any authorities with this incident. I don’t want any trouble. I don’t want people around and I want to keep my place. And I can’t really see how anyone could believe I had anything to do with it, so there should be no need.”
“Fair enough. Not exactly correct procedure, but I don’t see anything to be gained by dragging you back up,” Gray agreed and already turned to leave. “I’d better get back. The guys will want to get their hands on this,” he said and shook the bag.
Jake looked at the clock near the entrance. “We can walk slowly,” he declared. “The shortest way back is currently blocked by water. No use in rushing.”
Gray thought about the fact that he absolutely did not know his way around all the tunnels and had no idea where to go. He even did not know where he was.
I need a guide.
“Could you lead me back the way we came? I can’t hang around like that. I need to get back!”
“Did you possibly notice the time on our way here? The scenic route the same way back takes a lot longer than waiting and going the direct route. Relax, nothing you can do right now… except enjoy the malt candy.” Jake raised his bottle in salute and took a deep swill.
Dependent on the man’s advice, and out of courtesy, Gray took to the beer and began to wonder again whether his body lay somewhere in death throes and let him live through this phantasmagoria. Jake, the walk, this room, the beer swilling down his dry throat—it all seemed so unreal.
“How come you live down here? And how come you have a small library?” Gray asked the questions that bounced through his head.
“My life is actually pretty normal, without much to it. I didn’t live here since birth. I have a middle class background. As middle class as it gets. I hail from suburbia, crusher of souls, killer of spirits. Was to college, was married, the stereotypical bubble-gum American dream kind of life in peachy shrink wrap if you will,” Jake said without bitterness and stared off into the distance. “My life was kind of predictable in its normality. But as in Greek tragedy, as if we knew by nature that good things couldn’t possibly last forever, I made a mistake and was sent to prison for a crime that wasn’t mine,” he said and sneered. “When I was released my family had abandoned me, I was a convict and I had become a social misfit and outcast with a shot reputation. I did not know anymore what happened in the world as I had missed the latter half of the Seventies when I got out in ’81. And then, one day I gave up, became homeless. Lost myself, and my days became a blurred staccato of shaky images, drinks, fights and lonely, cold nights under the beautiful yet cruelly unresponsive starry sky. The world had fucked me over and left me hanging with my pants down,” he said and raised the bottle to his own salute.
“Did nobody try to help you when you came back, out of prison?” Gray asked and looked around the hall again.
“Help? No. But people are full of good advice. Like telling somebody at the gallows to ‘hang in there’. The only ‘help’ I found was at the bottom of a bottle. For a while my blood was so far removed from being human, that whenever I fell asleep outside, there’d be a circle of dead, bloated mosquitoes around me on waking up. My throughput could have been most comfortably expressed in gross register tons.”
If this world was a book, it’d probably be full of gallows humor.
Jake bit down on his teeth before taking a sip out of the bottle. “Well, now I live here. But, we should go now,” he suddenly cut his story short and led them out of his apartment. His steps were quick and he seemed to glide a foot above the floor, moving like a native, like a lab rat who had crossed the same maze thousands of times while Gray had problems keeping up in the dark and unknown terrain. They talked little until they reached a tunnel that offered glimpses of daylight in the distance. Jake stopped.
“This is it?” Gray asked.
Concluding their ‘business’ seemed weird, like leaving dreamland and going back to waking. He’d leave with more questions than he had come. Gray closed down his jacket and armored up for the real world again. The damp clothing seemed to breathe as the humidity it gave off condensed alongside their breathing.
He kept glancing towards the daylight that seemed unusually attractive now, regardless of the snow, clouds and heavy winds.
Jake nodded. “Yes, yes, you go now. There are things to be done. Take care,” Jake said and wished Gray well in a terse good-bye, seemingly eager to leave after they shook hands, and hurried back into the murky and ragged light of the tunnel, oddly cutting their whole episode short, as if some strange kind of embarrassment had suddenly caught up with him. There was something unsatisfying and incomplete to this end of their encounter. But as Gray turned back to address some more words to Jake, the tunnel dweller had already gone.
It had been the weirdest day of Gray’s life.
The surroundings had gone quiet and Gray could hear his own heart beating and blood rushing through his ears. With Jake gone he felt tempted to dismiss what he had seen and experienced as delusion, as trick of his tired mind. A dream, nothing more. An illusion. Damn swamp gases and weather balloons.
But he held the bag with the clothing in his hand and hoped this had been the last bit of piping he would see for a long time. He planned to throw out any video game remotely connected with pipes and plumbers after this overdose.
Must be a weird life for him. But if life was supposed to be same for everyone, and everyone was supposed to be the same, the world wouldn’t need six billion people, but only one.
Gray caught the smell of snow and it reminded him that he had to go and the outside world had not stopped spinning to accommodate his idle musings. He stepped out of the abandoned tunnel into the moist winter air, the blindingly white and deserted outside in the middle of goddamn nowhere before he tried to get back to civilization.
Gray’s cab neared the office building on crowded roads when his cell phone vibrated and delivered a message. NEW DEVELOPMENT. NOT ABLE TO REACH YOU. CONTACT OFFICE.
New development indeed, Gray thought, but there was no need to call anymore as the cab pulled up to the department building. He climbed the steps to the entrance, when a hand was laid onto his shoulder and somebody stopped him from behind, with a voice very politely saying, “Excuse me.”
Gray turned around and had expected nothing specific, but he definitely had not expected the clown from earlier in the park. His attire had not made him sympathetic to Gray back then and it did not now, but before Gray could react in any way the clown already put a paper note into his hands.
“I believe you dropped this,” he said in his educated, well-measured tone again before he bowed quickly and walked off.
His day so far defied reason as he knew it. He looked at the hand-written paper note and all it said was “555161803398”.
12 digits. Phone number? A combination? I didn’t drop this.
As he looked up to protest, the clown was already gone from sight and Gray could not tell where he had gone. The suspicious entertainer had vanished.
555161803398.
He decided to check it out as soon as he got to his office, but wanted to make his report and get updated on the situation regarding the stolen files first, before wasting time on the number. He was pretty sure that it was neither his nor had he seen it before, but he stuffed the crumpled paper into his pocket nonetheless.
The still busy office greeted him with people hectically running around and frantically talking or gesturing. Things had not quieted down and Gray felt nearly guilty for having doodled around that long. Baystead’s office was open and the man himself sat at his desk, reading notes. He looked up as Gray approached the door, his old eyes piercing out of the tired face. Their agency’s director put his glasses down as he stood up and beckoned Gray in, closing the door after them.
“Good lord, Gray, where have you been? We tried to contact you several times without success. What happened? I called the facility you went to and they told me you went underground as you dropped out of the picture. We were about to send a team after you! And you smell even less welcoming than my mother-in-law.” Baystead sat down in his big office chair that resembled a modern throne, nearly disappearing among the cushioning.
Gray quickly told the story of his day and explained events and how he secured a description of the suspect and her clothing.
“You did what?! You let him go?!” Baystead was irritated. “We have procedures for that! What were you thinking?” he asked with flint in his voice. For a man his age he could become awfully energetic, Gray thought. He wished Baystead would take care of his heart and Gray did not appreciate being shouted at after having found evidence and gotten a description of the suspect. Leant back, he just endured.
“You are in luck that we learned today that the personnel file had been equipped with our latest cryptography protocols and cracking the data should take at least six months. This gives us enough time to get our people out of the fire for now. But, make no mistake,” Baystead said, putting his glasses back straight, “this could still have immense repercussions and blowbacks if our personnel info was leaked and they could be brought into connection with some of our foreign actions and operations.”
“So, the investigation continues?” Gray asked with crossed arms and staring in the general direction of his superior, not really focusing on Baystead.
“Yes. Without you. You are off this case,” he said with finality. “You are assigned to a new case as of now. You will find the assignment in your account.”
“But-“ Gray started to protest and was cut short.
“You will find the assignment in your account,” Baystead repeated and put his attention demonstratively towards the papers on his desk.
Gray swallowed words that would have led to a trial.
The moment he got up, still propped on the chair’s arm rests, Baystead started talking again without looking up, scribbling something into a file, and talked impersonally into the air in front of him.
“In case of any questions, please direct them towards your immediate supervisor Agent Rue. He will be responsible for your future handling. Leave the evidence you have obtained here. I will check it in with the lab later.”
With a frown, Gray got up the rest of the way and straightened his clothing.
“Would that be all, Sir?”
Courtesy is surely the highest form of disdain, the quote came to Gray’s mind, and although his feelings did not go that far, they went the same direction.
“Yes. Please close the door as you leave.”
Gray headed for the door and as he put his hand on the handle heard the director speak yet again.
“Gray?”
There was no sympathy audible in the voice. Gray came to a halt, hand still on the handle, but did not turn around.
“Agent Gray?” he heard again. This time he turned, yet did not let go of the handle.
“I think I will abstain from filing a procedural transgression this time,” he heard the old man say who had now looked up from his desk as his eyes met Gray’s.
If you think I’m going to say “Thank You”, you can shove it, Gray thought and went out of the door. As he stood in the open office again he tried to let go of the tension that held him gripped, feeling that he had gotten a raw deal for doing the right thing.
After cleaning up and taking care of himself in the building facilities, he fell into the chair at his desk and bounced on the seat’s suspension while he stared through his black monitor into infinity and mulled over the situation. It was one of the times when he hated his job, caught up in office bullshit, evaluated by rules and guidelines that just did not fit the complexity of life and their job.
It reminded him so very much of the horrible and suffocating part of his law studies, which he had pursued for two terms before switching to something more valuable, becoming human instead of a lawyer. “It’s a regressive structure of definitions until you reach the initial singularity of directives again: ‘Use your goddamn fucking mind!” he had told a few fellow students after handing in his resignation notice, disgusted with the subject matter and most of the people. There was nothing special or magic about law, it just required a goddamn fucking mind, and those were sadly as much in low stock on lawyers as among any other group.
While he waited for his computer to come to life and enable his access to the agency network, Rue stepped into his cubicle.
“You had a run-in with Baystead?” his baritone rolled, the voice smoothing the air like Moses’ scepter the sea.
Gray lazily spun around with his chair. “Yup. Gave me an enema for not strictly going with policies when circumstances made it impossible.”
Rue raised an eyebrow. He wanted to hear the real deal.
“Complicated,” Gray said. “When we are out of here, you bring the beer, I bring the story. Trust me, I did the right thing.”
Tom’s thin line of a mouth told of his skepticism. “Well, Eric, don’t take it too hard and think again. Baystead has been around and in this job for ages. He has lots of experience and our procedures are derivates of other people’s experience and usually have their justification. I wouldn’t be surprised if Baystead has had his share of nasty turns in his history as agent and therefore sticks to procedure for a reason. He’s a hard-ass when it counts, and he might be harsh, but the things he does are sound. Think about his perspective.”
“Yes, dad,” Gray said and turned to his computer again, suppressing the impulse to start humming “HIIIIIIIIGH WAYY TOOO THEEE DANGER ZOOONNEE”.
Rue was unfazed. “With some emphasis he told me to make sure you get on your new case and do things his way now,” Rue said. “Just take it easy for a while and try not to oppose for opposition’s sake. You are not sixteen anymore.”
He winked at Gray, slid from the desk on which he had been sitting and left the cubicle saying, “Hit me up when you want to leave.”
At least the allegation that he opposed for opposition’s sake was new to Gray. Normally people accused him that he “didn’t give a damn about anyone and anything anymore and whoever thought something was ‘love it or hate it’ underestimated the magnitude of his indifference.”
Maybe they are right, Gray thought. It had been a long time since he had really cared about anything. It had been one long, big slump ever since. In even worse mood he quickly finished his report and collected Rue to check on the new case.
Jane paced around the office like a caged feline. Nervously she massaged her hands as she went around the big room full of thick carpet, heavy dark oak wood and antiquaries among the vast collection of books that looked like somebody had transported a section of the British Library there. She looked to the outside onto the big inner yard. Araneus’ office was situated high atop in one of the surrounding towers that were part of the circular structure of the whole complex. The sky was a sludgy grey with slightly brighter swirls in between, like a piece of marble, before the dark-undersided clouds at the horizon.
She opened a window and the smell of the close cedar and pine forests drifted in with the cool, moist air, enwrapping her as she stood and observed other members following their chores down below.
The air was a relief. She did not like the office. While it was nice to be there for a bit, and it invited one to sit down and enjoy the quiet luxury and respite, she wanted to be on her feet. No use being dazed when she had to talk to the old one.
Yet the office surprised her every time. It did not fit completely with the Spartan, hard image Frater Araneus seemed to be trying to convey at all other times. Her eyes glazed over the massive oaken emboss of a desk, weighing in at least half a ton with finely cut woodwork and pictograms, and the shelves of religious, mythical and occult books, bound in fine leathers and showing signs of age as well as use on their slowly yellowing pages. Like a wizard’s tower from a fantasy book, Jane thought. And as much a prison.
She looked out towards the sky again. She wished she could leave, wished she could go back, and observed and tracked the aerial and lofty path of a flock of birds until it disappeared out of the tower’s sight. Her heart was heavy and her mind tired. She felt like she had neither slept nor eaten in weeks, running on empty.
“I take it you enjoy the view,” she heard Frater Araneus voice close behind her and in reflex tilted back. He had been right beside her, his mouth not an inch from her ear and she had not heard him approach. Again.
Sometimes he creeped her out. He could be very distant and give off a vaguely threatening feel, even if she knew his other sides as well. His warmth, his compassion, his heart even. It was just that he was complex, she thought. And difficult. But she was willing to forgive his less than perfect traits in favor of his vision, a goal he strived for with all his might, putting his life into the service of his will. There was no doubt, no loitering, no stagnation in his life. To her, he was a determined man. A great man.
Her feelings had started with gratefulness, had run through admiration and had eventually turned into something she was not quite sure about herself yet.
“Sit down,” he told her, pointing towards the chair in front of his desk as he took his own seat. She quickly complied and sat down, looking at Araneus as he sat there in his robes and with his mask, shielding his every expression from her.
“Why don’t you take off the mask? We are alone,” Jane said.
“We are alone at the moment, but anyone could enter at any time.”
“I thought people were drilled to not intrude on you.”
“Yes. Of course they are. But that does not keep them from making mistakes. And while the mistake could be… corrected, it would be an unnecessary hassle.”
Jane dipped her head.
“So you successfully completed your latest task?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“How did you feel? Was it difficult?”
“The usual conditions and difficulties. Nothing out of the ordinary.”
“And the target person? How did you feel about her?”
“A sad waste of a human life, yet as I learned, there are sacrifices to be made for the Great Work.”
The dialogue went in a rapid back and forth, like high-speed ping-pong.
“Not a sacrifice as big as the one on your part though, isn’t it?” he asked. “Giving your life is still a bit beyond what you think of as your duty, isn’t it?”
“I… don’t understand.”
“If it was required of you, would you give your life to the Great Work, even without an explanation for it, or one you would not understand?”
Would I? she asked herself and felt like her “Yes” came a split second too late to be fully believed. She was confused by the grilling and did not know why Araneus treated her that way, wondering whether she had done something wrong.
“I guess it’s time to discuss your future now then,” Araneus changed the topic.
“You certainly mean my return,” Jane was quick to assert. That was what had been promised again to her. It was what had kept her moving. “My part as demanded of me has been done, my tasks fulfilled.”
“My child,” Araneus said, “our part is never done, tasks never fulfilled. Duty doesn’t stop,” he sounded like an afternoon teacher instructing a sweet, but silly little girl. She hated that tone ever since he had used it the first time and it blanked out any connection she felt to him when he degraded her like that. Her previous anxiety turned into resolution to not be toyed with.
“Does this all lead to me not being allowed to go back but do yet another task?”
“As the situation demands. See, Jane, I would love to see you go back, but even I am subject to the demands of our times and can not freely dispose of my person while necessities steer us. Understand our position!” he pleaded. “We have never been this close. Never did it look like there was just a final push needed!”
His voice was serious, earnest, urgent. “Additionally, you did not manage to retrieve Epiphany. Further steps have to be taken and it’s more than appropriate if you brought this to a proper conclusion.”
Jane was in conflict. Thoughts, opinions and feelings swirled in a tempest of confusion, bouncing around in the confines of her head like excited gas molecules. Yes, she wanted to go back. Yes, she wanted to serve Araneus. Yes, she hated him for treating her the way he did. Yes, she admired him for being who he was. Yes, she felt cheated and wanted justice. Yes, she understood that the circumstances required actions different from her personal desires. Yes, yes, yes.
Finally, she gave in.
“Assuming that this is something only I can do and therefore requiring my person, what proof do I have that I can go back afterwards?” she asked. “I think everybody would agree that I have done my share then.”
“None.”
“Will I be allowed to go back afterwards?” she asked, all business.
“I can not promise you that any longer.”
She had expected that. But she had her own plan if things did not go as desired.
“But I can trust, that once the situation does not require me anymore, I will be let go?”
“Let go… ?” Araneus repeated slowly as question. “Yes. I cannot promise anything specific, but I will honor your commitment and effort and will let you go once the time comes.”
The light coming in through the large window submerged his ivory mask in sallow light, looking like it was made from dead bone. There was no peaking, nothing characteristic in his voice and the diminishing light made the situation more surreal by the moment.
Jane asked herself again whether she really knew the man in front of her. She knew what his face looked like, but sometimes, in still moments, she was not sure if she really knew the man behind the mask, or the man behind the face, at all. Sometimes he was so slick, wet soap seemed like sandpaper in comparison.
Do I know the person behind the mask? she asked herself, unaware of the irony of the question.
Yet it could not be helped, she decided. Trust would not be trust if there was certainty. She swept her framing black hair from the front of her eyes behind her ear.
“I will do it,” she said.
“Good. Very good,” he nodded. “Now close your eyes.”
Gray and Rue exited the elevator and walked towards the laboratory, where the dead scientist had been found this morning.
“They do the loony stuff, far away from the public eye and rational budget accountants, here,” Rue said. “Skunk works, really. And our case is Dr. Lynn Hamilton.”
“And this Dr. Hamilton was a civil employee since 2000, working on cryptography, networking and cyber warfare. My file was not very extensive regarding her projects, but Operation Cyberstorm is featured most prominently. Did yours give away more info?”
“Not much that I could share at the moment and until it has been cleared. It seemed that she was quite brilliant at what she did, but did not get along very well with other people, especially military types. Some say she hated the military,” Rue recalled.
“Yet worked for them? Masochistic type?”
“She was very dedicated. You should see her time sheet. Rarely a week below seventy hours clocked in. She did not need a team, she did the work of a team on her own,” Rue said.
They passed the barrier that separated the crime scene from the normal activities, and while it was easier for Gray to pass below the yellow band, it was more comfortable for Rue to step over it like it was an ankle trap.
Rue’s quiet demeanor, coupled with his bear-like size quickly led people to believe that he was mentally slow, dumb even, but Gray knew better. Rue just did not haste or chatter. Through college he had gotten on scholarships for sociology and psychology while playing football. Academic scholarships, not sports ones. He was easy to underestimate.
“And she only had to write quarterly reports on her progress, her spending and expected development?” Gray picked up again. “Sounds like a grand job with this blank research authorization. Except for the working hours. I hope she got great benefits at least.”
“Benefits? She is dead, Eric.” Rue shook his head. “But you are right. For a dedicated scientist she had the perfect job.”
“And as she had no social life to speak off, that this hit was either about her work or her past we can take for granted. I have no information about her work before this gig. What’s her story?”
“I don’t know about ‘for granted’, but it’s very likely,” Rue commented the first point. “As for her past,” he hesitated, “I don’t know either. It’s classified and I was not given any information on that. Chances are we are just here to take a look at the scene and then hand over investigation to the NSA, who will get full access to the files. I think this flow of things is part of the NSA’s doing as well.” His voice dripped with disgust. Rue did not fancy the NSA very much. They were civil rights rapists and molesters to him. Gray agreed at least that at times it seemed questionable if they served the people and the law. Their powers seemed easy to abuse.
“So you are not too eager to really get a look at things here?” Gray asked.
“Sure I’m eager. It’s not yet set in stone that the NSA is going to get this case, so I want to do things proper. Just wouldn’t get my hopes up about actually achieving anything.”
“Still, kind of dampens the motivation, doesn’t it?”
“Dampens the motivation? Something can dampen your motivation? Last time I checked you had as many holidays taken in the last four years as Dr. Hamilton: None.”
Yeah, well… Not exactly out of abundant motivation.
“Yet your motivation seems to be like good rock music: A thing of the past and last seen when Senior was still president. It’s not really the time to discuss that right now, but sometime eventually, you have to sort yourself out. You are not exactly on top of it,” Rue finished.
The words stung Gray. Rue rarely talked about personal things, and this seemed damning evidence that things might really be worsening. Gray had not really been enthusiastic about anything for a long time, just clinging on to what looked like a life from the far outside, without much of a stake in it. He did not say anything more and silently trotted along until they reached the lab and squeezed through the busy gathering of scientists and investigators taking pictures, samples and measurements.
It was a minefield. Racks of nineteen inch computing components were thrown over, splintered green computer mainboards littered the ground and more than one computer screen had puked its contents over the floor.
“Somebody set us up the bomb. Must have been quite a fight,” Gray said. “And it probably went on for a while and all over the lab. Even in the back of the room things are smashed and crashed. Dr. Hamilton put up a substantial bit of resistance it seems.”
A black-haired man in a pinstriped black suit approached them as they took their looks around.
“And who might you two be? Anything lost you are looking for?” His eyes flicked back and forth between Gray and Rue as he waited for an answer.
“Didn’t your mother tell you to introduce yourself when you start talking to strangers?” Rue replied without giving an answer. Gray saw the NSA badge clipped to the man’s suit and immediately looked for cover or something to occupy himself with. Things would turn ugly.
“Wark, Stensson,” the NSA agent barked at some men talking at the computer without turning his body away or breaking eye-contact. “We have two people unrelated to the investigation here. Remove and secure them!”
Caught by surprise the two men raised their heads but did not go any further than that, unsure of the situation, and threw clueless glances at each other.
“Unless Wark and Stensson don’t want to follow us and start their new career as stamp-lickers at our department they should stay put, Mister… Stelten,” Rue said with the sweetest smile after reading the man’s name tag. He got out their own investigation authorization and handed it to his opponent. “And until the final decision on jurisdiction has been made I expect you to stay put as well and not get in our way. I’m Special Agent Rue and this is Special Agent Gray. And now hobble along, sweetie pie, and go about your own way,” he said still smiling the most untroubled smile any Dalai Lama would ever hope to produce. Rue was a firm believer in inter-department derision when it came to the NSA.
Gray took a closer look at the hardware racks that had been toppled over and lay strewn over the floor in pieces. Red-brown spots of dried blood were visible on some of the racks’ edges. Whoever crashed in there cut himself pretty badly, probably face or hands. The attacker?
He tried to keep that in mind as he rose again and looked for more clues in the mess that must have been a nice lab once. Further into the back of the room, he still heard Rue exchange niceties with the NSA man, Stelten, as he took a complete tour and looked at every spot in detail, imagining what had happened.
With care he stepped over an area circled in white chalk, brushed by Rue and Stelten still arguing about jurisdictional inanities and examined the main desk.
It was clean, without stains, filth or dust, but covered with objects. A coffee mug, several printouts, the keyboard and mouse shared the desk space with other standard office appliances.
Gray scratched his fledgling beard stubble again and tried to relax his mind, keeping the facts and events floating and mingling in his mind to create some logical offspring.
The killer must have wanted something. If this was just an assassination, then she would have been killed right at the beginning, without a fight.
He took a seat in front of the PC to see what Dr. Hamilton had seen immediately before her death. Pretty much only the computer it turned out.
“Has the computer already been checked?” he asked, shouting into the room and directed at nobody in particular as he did not know who was responsible for it.
A white-haired, slightly older man currently noting all bagged evidence in a list and applying labels answered him from a distance that all activities had been logged and there was a backup of the log available.
“I want a copy,” Gray stated, pointing at his badge, “and send it to the I3 at DHS.”
The man helplessly looked over to his superior, Agent Stelten, who still argued with Rue, who, like a terrier, could not let go and with the greatest possible joy tugged at Stelten’s nerves as if they were old sneakers.
“You are gonna hear from me! Expect some legal papers soon!” Stelten shouted with reddened face.
“Great! Print them on soft grain. Very soft grain, please,” Rue lovingly smiled back.
Gray decided to sit out the authoritarian arguing. Out of boredom he peeked into the coffee cup and saw slight remains of bright ochre which left to reason that lots of cream had been used. He took a whiff and was hit by the nauseatingly sweet scent it still gave off. Lots of sugar. Must have used that to keep her brain running and supplied with glucose. Big brain.
It was a familiar smell.
Come to think of it, this could have been her office. Math, computers, working long hours in dedication, coffee with lots of cream and sugar.
Sitting there he rubbed his face and did not know whether to laugh or cry into his hands. I am pathetic. After ten years I still can’t help thinking about her and see traces of her in even the faintest of likings. Even at a crime scene I wonder how much it could have been hers. I need help.
He was fed up with himself, yet just could not help it. It was as if he had been cut ten years ago and was still bleeding, slowly tiring him out and eroding his substance. Let go of everything and restart, get a new life and set himself straight after feeling and sounding like a broken record for far too long. His life had become a tunnel growing darker and smaller with time and he felt like he was about to reach a blind end—soon. What had once been magical, promising and hopeful was now a colorless, bleary mess of uncounted days, heading for a wall. If I just could help myself.
In short, he did not feel like beach party.
His face still buried in his hands with closed eyes he was lost in his thoughts and a limbo of near-sleep when Rue put his hand on Gray’s shoulder and startled him. “Are you alright?”
Gray looked up and wondered whether this was a kind of “parental question”: one where an answer was expected, different from a rhetoric question, but one where no honest or inconvenient answer was expected. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a bit tired,” he lied without success. He believed Rue’s earnestness, but it seemed hardly the time to discuss the topic.
The tightly shut jaw and pursed lips pressed into a thin, level line supported Rue’s eyes in telling Gray that they needed to talk, rather sooner than later though. “Did you get a look here and figured things out enough for a preliminary report?”
Gray nodded.
“Good. Mr. We-are-the-law-NSA here, another idiot that thinks authority comes by force and not by example, was getting on my nerves anyway. It seems like we won’t get the case, but I’d be interested to know why they want it that much.”
Gray did not care about the case anymore. He would just jot down what he had learned about the scene and be done with it. Out of sight, out of mind.
“Come on, let’s take a quick look at the deceased then. After signing in with our names and giving her a cursory glance we should be able to leave and get in line for something else to do.”
Gray got up slowly. “Do we really have to? What sense is there in that if we don’t care about it anyway? Let’s just head back. Nobody will mind if we just skipped the necrophiliac part of ogling a corpse now.”
“We won’t linger around for long, but I want to do things according to procedure, so in case things go haywire we are in the clear.” He shrugged. “Let’s just get it over with.”
“Sure.”
With the phlegmatic verve of an anemic koala Gray shuffled behind Rue, hands in pockets and hunched over. He would have preferred to go to sleep somewhere.
“By the way, where is the body located? A corpse with classified history won’t be simply taken to the next public graveyard, now will it?”
“No, she’s kept at a military clinic for the moment and for an autopsy and will then be cremated according to her own wishes.”
“Cremation. Nice. I want to be turned into strawberry fertilizer. This way I can be of good use later at least, after they took any organs out of my body they could possibly transplant.”
“Ever so happy and optimistic, eh? Isn’t it a bit too early to think about such things, Eric? Your good mood is nearly infectious. Cheer up and tell a joke for once!”
“What’s funnier than a dead baby?” Gray asked, and then continued as soon as Rue raised an eyebrow in unbelieving disapproval. “Dead baby in a clown’s costume.”
“Gray, there are truly two sides to you. There’s this one dark and desperate side, and then there is this other dark and desperate side.”
“Hey, you can’t spell ‘slaughter’ without ‘laughter’. Well, actually I’m not romantic enough for an early death, but, too early to think about it? It’s always too late for that. Just ask Dr. Hamilton.”
“You ask her yourself.”
They reached the hospital after a short drive and went straight for the morgue, whose assembly of brushed steel and white, polished tiles denied any kind of relief when stepping inside from the cold outdoors.
The responsible doctor, a young woman in her mid-twenties with a sharp-featured face and slim glasses greeted each of them with a resolute handshake. She had her dark blond hair tied back, emphasizing the clear lines of her face and her cheekbones seemed to bend the light around them, with a petite nose that was cute in a way that Gray could not help but stare longer at that than was appropriate.
She must have been the kind of woman Tolkien had been thinking about when dreaming up Galadriel. A woman made out of three X-chromosomes.
She stared back with the faintest hint of a teasing smile playing around the corners of her mouth.
“Now that all our noses are accounted for, gentlemen,” she threw Gray an eye, ”could we please come to the reason you are here? Patient number 62831, Dr. Lynn Hamilton, treated for ovarian cancer at a young age and no other medical record to speak of, deceased at approximately three thirty today, has been delivered into our care for examination and subsequent cremation. Personally, I don’t know what good it should do her, but procedures require you to take a look at her and confirm her identification according to the profile pictures provided here. You ready?!”
Tom waved her to lead the way. The cheerful environment of the morgue did little to change Gray’s indifference for the better.
The young doctor checked a list at the wall and went to the freezer cabin door corresponding with Hamilton’s patient number. She put her hand onto the handle and as she was about to unlock the door, the beeper at her belt went off. Following her annoyed sigh she turned her attention to the beeper and took out of its bracket, before she groaned and rolled her eyes in a “No, not again… !” fashion.
“Excuse me, gentlemen. One of our interns made a wrong prescription again and I have to quickly take care of the paper work before the shift changes. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Just make yourself comfortable and feel right at home,” she said with a sly grin and rushed out, her pigtail wildly swinging behind her.
Gray sat down on one of the shiny metal tables, which seemed to bother Rue. “You know they are regularly dissecting corpses on those tables?”
“So?” Gray did not feel like even shrugging. “You think they are going to complain? File me for trespassing? Claim these as exclusively theirs? Reserved space? Ask for my ticket?” He just did not care. He wanted to leave anyway. “But you are right. I should get up and use the time.”
He pushed himself off the table and started rummaging through the steel drawers and cabinets.
“What the hell are you doing now?!”
The wild-eyed stare of befuddlement did not impress Gray.
“I need some new clippers and small scissors. Morgues have the best high-duty equipment in that regard. The last ones I nicked needed twenty years to dull,” he said and let clippers and two pairs of scissors fall into his pocket.
With the loot in his pocket and back on his warmed-up table spot, they spent a few minutes rehashing the info they had on the case and Gray answered questions on the way he thought the crime had been committed before the door was thrust open and the doctor entered, quickly sizing up the two agents. “Fine, gentlemen, let’s get on with it.”
With a twist of the handle and a strong pull she rolled the sheet-covered body out of its cooling chamber and removed the linen’s upper end to reveal the face.
“Come on, now don’t be shy and step up take a peek,” she said. “Boys, meet Doctor Hamilton.”
Rue went closer and looked at the deceased while Gray remained seated on his metal table for a few more moments before moving up.
He stood over the body, took a deep breath, looked at the dead woman’s face.
And all air went out of his lungs, all color out of his face. His stomach felt like it was about to press through his throat, cutting off the air. The sight drowned all feeling for his body. He grabbed onto Rue.
“I know that woman… And her name is not Dr. Hamilton…
Rue did not ask in time before he got Gray’s answer.
“It’s Sarah.”
Lisa had gathered all the evidence she could obtain through her computer, having compromised every system she had approached, except for one. And for that she needed help.
The files told her that Lynn’s real name had been Sarah, and she had been a DARPA scientist with classified history. DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, the organization within the Department of Defense that had among others funded and invented the Internet and graphical user interfaces before making them civil, had employed Sarah and somehow involved her in research.
For Lisa it felt strange to have Sarah gone. They had only known each other through the Internet, but had grown so used to each other during the past years that her missing created a void where a human relationship based on communication alone, unaffected by circumstance, had been. Lisa could not name many people with whom communication was an end in itself. Only few probably could.
They had met through a cryptography discussion group and had slowly wandered off-topic in their talks before finally reaching areas even school girls would giggle over. They had become friends, yet their pasts had seldom been discussed, except for in abstracts and pseudonyms.
Sometimes Lisa had read a thing or two between the lines and had guessed a few more about Sarah and her work by what she had said, but now she had those proven.
After seeing her death, Lisa had spent hours staring through her window at the city waking, the sun slowly rising over a coat of fog and the day beginning for other people like nothing had happened. The world had kept spinning. She knew other people might not have understood what she was doing, risking a lot for “that gal she knew from the internets”, but at the same time she knew that her relationship to Sarah was not one to be easily explained in current terms and to people that had grown up without being connected 24/7, something sociologists would have to wrap their heads around at some point. And while she had looked upon the oblivious world around her, the urge to clear Sarah’s death and not just let her slip away had risen and taken over, even if a stubborn part of her still did not want to believe that she had died. It seemed so impossible.
But she needed help. And she knew who to talk to about that.
“She had been your fiancée?!”
Rue had a hard time believing it.
“Yes,” Gray said, not looking up but still fixating the brown swirl of cream in his cup of vending machine coffee. “We had not told her parents yet.”
They were sitting in the empty hospital cafeteria, where only half the lights were switched on and the counter closed, giving the usually busy place a ghostly atmosphere of abandonment, only missing napkin tumbleweeds.
Gray had said his goodbyes to Sarah and now sat at one of the plastic tables, surrounded by other empty tables and upturned stools. Their voices echoed like in a cave along the tiled, bare floor and walls of the unfilled room, neon bars buzzing quietly, as Gray sat opposite Rue, warming his hands on the coffee cup between the cold angles of the sterile cafeteria.
He was confused, yet felt as empty and bare as the room they were sitting in. He had often wondered about what he would say or feel if he ever saw Sarah again. Countless versions had played out in his mind. None had gone quite like this.
Rue had listened patiently as Gray had told his story and now Gray’s hands were cold and clammy. He felt uncomfortable sweat sticking his clothes to his skin. Like a fever had come over him, but burned out as quickly and strongly as it had gotten hold of him. Magnesium fever.
But in some way he felt free, after years of probabilistic uncertainty had collapsed into one single truth. It was ugly, but Gray preferred an ugly truth to a beautiful lie, and this truth caused a near-life experience in Gray: For a brief moment he felt as if the colors had come back, the air was fragrant, noises sharp, his sense of touch returned. The world had texture again and the hazy dullness of ten years hibernation had fallen off, a sleep too long- ended. And all of it with a bang that could not have been louder, and left him with a sense of freedom that bordered on vertigo. He knew what he had to do.
Gray looked up from his cup.
“I’ll get this fucker,” he said. “I’ll get him and make him pay.”
“If we get the case that is,” Rue said, not sharing Gray’s resolve.
“If we get the case?! Tom, you didn’t read me. I don’t care about ‘a case’. I’ll get this one. And if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll fucking do it,” Gray’s voice grew louder as he leaned over closer to Rue, grabbing the table from both sides. “Until I close the coffin on whoever did it, I’m going to do whatever it takes,” Gray’s eyes pierced his partner and rekindled, feverish flames burned in his eyes.
“Eric, I seriously doubt you are in the right condition to make any such vows. You should take a break, leave this to someone else.”
“You honestly think I could do that?”
“Well, no.”
“Damn right. I didn’t explain everything to you for nothing! You’ve seen me in recent years!”
“I still wish you would consider taking a backseat in this and not let your clouded judgment take the better of you. Eric,” Rue tried to appeal. “This is no child’s play. Something’s cooking here. First, encrypted data is stolen that we considered safe, and suddenly one of our leading crypto scientists is killed by somebody trying to get their hands on her research.” Rue began to run out of breath. “And there are other sensitive fields your Sarah has worked on. Cyber warfare… who knows what she had brewing in her lab and now is in the wrong hands? They killed her, for Christ’s sake! Inside the Department of Defense! Do you think they are going to stop there?!” Rue shouted after a few words. He rarely shouted. “This requires professional and sober handling!”
Not me then.
“Would you stop me?” Gray asked in a flat voice and peered into his cup of coffee again, as if he tried to read the bottom print through the murky fluid, seeing the discussion go nowhere.
“I don’t know.”
“Would- you- stop- me?” Gray repeated, his voice growing denser.
“Eric, I can’t answer it simply like that, it’s-“
“WOULD YOU STOP ME? IT’S NOT THAT FUCKING HARD. YES? OR NO?”
“Listen, Eric-“
“FOR FUCK’S SAKE!” Gray yelled, as he threw the coffee cup at the wall and sent his chair flying to the ground. The coffee kept running down the wall, painting it murky and uneven brown, when Gray kicked the doors open and disappeared.
Outside, he leant against the car in the winter twilight, head thrown back, as the chilly winter air streamed over and beyond him while he looked at the stars.
I will not let this slip away.
Before Gray could get freezing and uncomfortable, Rue came out and to a stop in front of him, looking like he wanted to say something, but then decided otherwise, shook his head and entered the car.
Gray got in on his side.
Araneus paced back and forth in his office high atop the premises of their monastery. He had traveled the length of the overheated rooms hundreds of times already, but could find no rest.
Things had gone wrong. They had not managed to obtain the data and now things were in limbo again, the cards reshuffled. Although Araneus thought that he had been dealt a splendid hand, it did not mean he would win by default.
He kept walking and reflecting until he came to a halt in front of the golden French mirror that stood in the corner near the window of his main room. “Quo vadis” had been inscribed into the frame atop the mirror itself. Different from the artisanship and filigree of the frame, the inscription had been added by somebody else with a sharp edge and had been cut and scratched into it in a fit of madness, of existential rage and desperation. Araneus liked the urgency and immediacy of it, the intensity it radiated. It gave the question the appropriate weight.
As he stood there in the mirror, dressed in his black robe and white mask, he repeated the question to himself. “Quo vadis, old man? Where do we go from here?” the image in the mirror nagged him, sowed seeds of doubt and insecurity as it belittled him and mocked him.
He took a seat, relieving his weak back from the load of standing and walking. Slumped over he looked outside, where first precursors of clouds brought news of colder winds.
“It is no use,” he whispered to himself. “We regret the chances we did not take and rarely the ones we took.”
He picked one of his cards.
Lisa had logged onto the system. The camera was in place, lights dimmed, the stage set.
The mainframe Lisa needed help with had been compromised before its security upgrade and through backtracking Lisa had identified the responsible hacker, Kel, hoping he had a backup.
Lisa had learned that Kel was a very reclusive character and referred to himself as otaku, the Japanese term for obsessive fans of pop-cultural fetishes, suffering from weak hygiene and social skills, coupled with the tendency to shy away from responsibility and remain indoors for times at a stretch that would have embarrassed advanced agoraphobics, to be occupied with manga, anime, dolls, toys, soft-core porn and other useless plunder. Lisa failed to grasp the concept of soft-core porn, trying to show fucking without showing any fucking. It was like music without music. Rap. Or news without news. Faux News.
Kel collected videogames and spent his time and wealth on them like any rich collector looking to buy back his childhood or the nostalgically wholesome memory delusion he had of it. These days he spent his time nearly exclusively online in the biggest existing massive multiplayer game, Sphere, also affectionately called “The World” by its players. Nobody seemed to know how to reach him otherwise.
Released a year ago, Sphere already had the highest number of concurrent paying subscribers ever seen, and millions of people around the world were more than happy to plunk down twenty dollars a month or a few dollars an hour to gain access to their shared hallucination, escaping their lives headlong for hours at a time like heroin junkies taking a hit.
Sphere’s big success had come with a new way of emoting, using a camera and a microphone to capture the player’s face and voice and map it to the avatar, rendering the online representation a mimicry of the player’s expression where additional filters allowed even the daintiest of girls to sound like a chunky twenty feet ogre. The synthetic smell headset upgrade was just a matter of time, to feed more information back to the player, hooking him with the one sense that allowed the most direct brain access without prying the skull open.
Overnight, Sphere had exploded as the next big thing, pushed along by lush graphics, carrot-on-a-stick gameplay and the new means of communication that were as lifelike as consumer electronics allowed. It was cheap, addictive and many neglected more than just hygiene and nutrition to play it. Whereas the past thirty years had belonged to external substance abuse, the future belonged to internal substance abuse, caused by entertainment and social manipulation. So much so, that people called Everquest with no small amount of serious criticism by its nickname Evercrack at times. And now Lisa had to jump into it because Kel could not be reached any other way anymore.
She loaded up the client and hit the ‘Connect’ button. The game updated itself, loading server data and automatically patching her client, before the dead non-color of her screen turned into a beautiful, swaying autumn landscape of iridescent reds and warm yellows, majestic trees swinging their heavy arms with delicate leads rustling, cloud-breaking mountains framing the horizon and a field of grass in deep sapphire green with high blades making her sight, the soft sounds of a lazy wind combing through the grass and leaves, and a small river meeting pebbles and drops along its way making the soundtrack as it happily rippled and splashed along.
Breathtaking.
The artistic rendition seemed better than reality and larger than life. The dreamlike landscapes and scintillating deep colors gave the world a super-real look that was like being transported into her deepest childhood’s dreams, to the world of wonder she had always wanted to live in, but was ripped out of every morning. A world grand and deep, important and meaningful, of promise and adventure.
It was not just slightly enervating. Lisa looked aside and shook her head. She let her gaze wander through the room for contrast and what she saw in normal reality seemed dull and flat in comparison with her screen.
It was puzzling. Reality should have more colors.
Like the frequencies of voice transmitted over radio waves, she wondered whether there was more to the pictures her screen showed, a subliminal payload transcoded in the colors and only for her subconscious to pick up on, similar to voice frequencies modulated atop radio frequencies. In any case it was more impressive than she had expected, but also more disturbing by the same token. But then again, Lisa had never enjoyed satisfying access to visual art. Even at age 20, everything she had painted or drawn when required to was “art” even a Waldorf teacher would have ruthlessly beaten a four-year-old senseless for.
Lisa set off traveling towards the city where she was told to meet Kel, and the gravel beneath her leather soles scrunched as she walked on the made-out path, passing various folks of wildly differing looks. Some people were underway as tiny fairies, as big as sparrows yet with human bodies and opaque butterfly wings, swirling around their companions, others as humans in poor clothes, or short and brawny dwarfs with majestic beards over their clad mail. She marveled at how people chose to represent themselves and what results came around when people were free to chose what to look like.
As she passed the city’s high gates in the gigantic stone wall surrounding it, she still looked around like a small kid in a theme park, overwhelmed by the detail.
And the city was absolutely cooking with activity. People, mounts and carts ran and rolled around, occupied traders bartered on the open street, weary groups of adventurers looked for assignments, equipment or rest, enthusiastic puffers advertised shops or taverns and everywhere was the noise of life. There seemed to be no shortage of things to do and people to do them.
She followed the signs to the Three Oaks, where she would meet Kel and stepped through the circular door into the subdued gloom of the room. It was quieter inside as the noise and blinding light washed ashore at the door and left the room dim and quiet. The beech wood interior with its few banks and tables and a massive bar was populated by half a dozen people who chatted with low voices in their corners and minded their own business.
On the second floor Lisa knocked at door number four and as soon as it gaped open, threw herself against it and entered the room.
“What do you think you are doing? Don’t you know who I am?!” the elf that had opened asked. He put his head in raised, semi-heroic position as he started reciting. “I am Lorathien, Guardian of the Eastern Light, Keeper of the Sacred Mysteries of Ul’ar’quien. I am Lorathien, Protector of-“
“You are Jake Crannigan, you live in 742 Evergreen Terrace, Springfield. You are 22 year old. You are as geeky as they come and you owe some people, who are looking quite intensely for you I might add, more than twenty thousand dollars you borrowed to invest into a table-top game idea of yours that went down really well with, well, nobody and now wastes his time with idle daydreaming, you pompous prick!”
“What? How do you-“
“ZIP, sweet cheeks! Everyone tells me you are a pompous prick. Unless you want some nice burly men with pliers to come your way and take nails as substitute for coins or teeth to sell to the tooth fairy, I’d advise you to deal quickly and openly with me here.”
His avatar’s face went white, like somebody had decreased his color saturation and increased his brightness. He toppled to the floor as a drop of black and white in a color painting.
“I want you to get me into contact with Kel, cupcake. And if not, then those nice amateur chiropractors will pay you a visit and demonstrate each other their newest techniques on you,” she said without giving him a chance to interrupt and did not expect him to develop a spine out of the jelly that seemed to keep him upright by mere miracle.
Lisa walked up to him and pulled him to his feet. “And now, hush, hush!! I’ll wait outside and try to find things to think about before I run out of patience and talk to the-powers-that-want-their-money-back,” she said to Jake, who stood there stiff as a board and trembling like an unbalanced washing machine on high revs.
When he had gone, Lisa waited outside and after just a few minutes somebody started talking to her.
“You have been looking for me?” a voice with a gentle, swinging pitch reached her and shook her out of her dozing boredom. It belonged to a man standing in front of her, whose most remarkable trait was a regularity that was hard to put a finger on. Dressed in simple flowing garbs of black color the man had black, smooth hair falling beyond his shoulder and emphasizing the thin, bleak face. His eyes were a full black, like coal diamonds, and he mustered Lisa with playful interest.
“Are you alright?” he asked with a deep English accent, his head slightly tipped over to her.
Lisa shook off her daze. “Yes, yes, I’m fine, thank you. Yes, I’ve been looking for you!” she blurted out.
“Why?”
“DARPA. May 2004.”
Kel immediately stepped back. Brows drawn together his looks visibly darkened—somehow beyond black. “Wasn’t me,” he said and crossed his arms. “I don’t think there is anymore to be discussed between us. Good day,” he said and turned.
Shit.
She had hoped to be able to drop the foreplay and cut to the chase immediately. With a short sprint she caught up with Kel and grabbed his arm.
“Wait! I’m not out to get you or rat you out and I’m not with any authority.”
“So? It wasn’t me. Leave me alone. I don’t have anything else to tell you.” He yanked his arm free and kept walking. Puzzled, Lisa stood there for a moment and then activated the secure chat option that would allow encrypted communication with Kel.
“NSA, yesterday. That was me!” she yelled behind him.
He stopped. “Why should I believe you? How did you get in? And what proof do you have?”
“Sendmail contains a race condition caused by improperly handling asynchronous signals. I forced the SMTP server to have an I/O timeout at the right moment and made it execute my exploit code at the privilege level of the sendmail process.”
Kel‘s face showed a mix of suspicion and curiosity. “That was submitted to CERT yesterday, but was not published yet. How do you know of that?” He was far from trusting Lisa.
“I submitted it. After using it.”
“You used it to enter the NSA?”
“Yes. And I know that you worked six years for them. I know what you did and why you quit, before starting your own security advisory company that left you rich beyond any financial worries when you sold it shortly afterwards, Kelvin. How would I know that without having entered the system?”
Hell hath no fury like an admin scorned.
“You are good,” he admitted, a hint of approval swinging along.
“But not good enough to access data that isn’t there anymore and has been overwritten more than a dozen times, which is why I need your help.”
“Data that was accessed in the DARPA system, May 2004?”
“Yes. It could contain clues to the circumstances of the murder of a friend of mine,” Lisa laid her cards open onto the table. “You might have known her. Dr. Lynn Hamilton. Ishtar.” Lisa had given him one of Sarah’s more public aliases.
“Assuming that it was me who entered the system in May 2004, what would make me admit it and give it to you?”
“I don’t want you to admit it. I just want the data in some way or other.”
“Leaves my second point: Assuming that it was me, why should I give it to you? You are offering?”
“Snatcher. Kojima. PS2 version remake, beta that has been dropped.”
“No such thing,” he said, betrayed by the excited timbre of his voice.
“Really? Is that an Elven dagger in your pants, or are you suddenly just happy to see me?” Lisa asked, well aware of his excitement. “It exists. I can send you the header files of the disc and the rest after you give me what I want.”
Two physical copies of the game had existed after the development team had upgraded their computers. One had been destroyed, the other had found its way into Lisa’s hands through a thief that had not known what he had held. Worth gold under normal circumstances, in these it could be worth lives if it bought her access to the data.
She started a file transfer to send Kel the game, who instantly accepted it and stopped moving. His avatar came shortly back to life when it turned to her and he said, “This is going to take a few minutes. Running a few tests. Hold on,” before it went back to hanging like an unmoved marionette, shoulders slumped over and head hugging the chest. A few moments later Kel’s voice came through her speakers again, sounding a lot friendlier and closer than he had sounded in their prior dealing.
“This is incredible. This looks real!” he exclaimed. “It seems you are legit,” was his overjoyed realization.
“Yeah. Told you. Now, where we at?”
“You only want the data as pertaining to some Dr. Lynn Hamilton? Not all the data of the raid?”
“No, just her data. As I said, it’s personal,” Lisa said.
“OK. Catch the download!”
A prompt appeared on her screen to save two gigabyte of data coming from Kel.
2 Gig?!
The massive data set surprised her, and depending on what it contained, sifting through it could take weeks, months or years. The download alone would take long enough to grab something to eat. She clicked on the “Accept” button and crossed her fingers as the download started. In turn she sent the game files to Kel.
As she rose from her armchair, she realized how tense she had been and how sore her body felt. Her dizzy head told her to get a proper break and some sleep soon, but she wanted to check the data first and so went to her kitchen to find something to keep her awake.
With a steaming coffee cup in hand, slowly sipping on the hot balsam for her mind when not chewing on her lip, she leaned against the wall and watched her screen from afar as the files were shoveled onto her disk. She warmed her hands on the cup and clutched it tightly between her slim fingers as if she could wring the heat out of it to warm the room that had gone cold. Attention to worldly things had slipped her mind in recent hours and the prolonged waking and sitting had left its marks in her pale complexion and deeply grey underlined eyes as her blood flow and pulse had been demanded as much as the mind during daytime TV. Years ago she would at least have had a mild CRT tan, but now, with half a dozen LCD panels on her desk, her only radiation source was moonlight on her nightly trips to the convenience store.
But the coffee did not help. She could feel her mind slipping onto tangents and imagined how nice it would feel to fall into her warm and soft bed, and relax and stretch before coming to some very welcome rest.
Forcefully she pried her eyes open and kept them peeled at the screen. With only a few more minutes to go she counted the seconds the download still went on, having to get back on track two times when she accidentally had started counting nonsense numbers as her mind had drifted off. She felt cold, hungry and miserable as it finally finished before she could reach the four hundred mark in her count. With relief she quickly typed a few hasty words of “Thanks” and “Goodbye” with the promise to get in touch soon and hurried to open the files, quickly scanning their contents. Research data, Lynn Hamilton, their title read and they were full of diagrams, scientific language and long indexes. A lot of tension unloaded from her that very same moment as she established the data’s authenticity, giving her more information to continue on.
With shutdown computers she barely managed to get undressed, nearly falling over in the process, as she let herself crash into her bed. Her mind went to sleep quicker than her computers had on hitting the power button.
It was not the most refreshing and comfortable sleep, but the lack of recurring thoughts and the day’s stress was alleviation enough as she wallowed in her uneasy and dreamless slumber.
Her work for the day was done.
Others started theirs.
Jane packed her things.
Her room in the Order did not contain much and even less personal. Nobody would have known she inhabited it by looking at it, because she had not bothered to arrange any personal items or decor that would have made the bare room any nicer. A small bed, a wooden desk with writing utensils in front of the window, a big closet. Like any other room of the wing.
From standing on the light beige carpet, thin enough to barely isolate her feet from the rough stone beneath it, she let herself slump onto the bed and stared straight at the white ceiling before she turned aside, propped her head onto her hands and looked through the dusty and milky window onto the clouds painting the sky in their curls like spun sugar.
She felt miserable, and was not very sure of what she was doing. Would every bit of doubt be a drop, she could have filled a pond this day alone.
What exactly am I doing? she asked herself again, still gazing onto the shifting clouds. What have I been doing the last few months?
It all felt like a blur to her. She could barely remember anything. It felt like she had been asleep the recent months, yet she felt like she wanted nothing more than actually go to sleep. There was this need for comfort, a need for rest, for content, that lay on her and felt like a hole in her being, a constant hunger. She wanted to spend her life in an eternally long weekend.
The perpetual feeling of incompletion and unrest turned colors ashen, food fowl and air stale. Happiness had slipped away in mercurial streams without notice and left her without memory of when she had felt happy, genuinely happy, the last time. It must have been months. Like from a distant, hazy dream that could be doubted to be hers, she remembered the beginnings of her days in the Order. She remembered other people her age, friends, shared days of sun and laughter, warm nature on many trips outside, the feeling of belonging somewhere after having been astray for too long. Did I just dream that? she wondered, afraid of an answer.
With a faint shake of her head Jane got up and left the room for the floor’s bathroom and went up to a sink.
The cold water warmed her hands and after letting it flow and watching it trickle over her knuckles and fingers she splashed some of it into her face.
With a few quick creaks that sounded like a mouse yelping in fear, she turned off the faucet and stared into the mirror while the water ran off. She could hear water dripping from one of the other taps and the gloomy, golden light in the desolate bath room illuminated her face in the small, warped mirror over the basin only to an insufficient degree. It was all quiet, except for the occasional dripping of the leaking faucet, where every drip felt satisfying after listening in on the silence that built expectation for the next one.
Jane kept looking into the mirror, fixing on the reflection of the reflections on her eyes.
Who are you, Jane Doe? she thought, but the mirror did not respond. Where do you come from?
Only more dripping answered her silent question.
And where do we go from here? she asked herself.
She did not know. But what she did know, was that somebody would pay if she was not allowed to go back soon. She had seen to that. Nobody expected it, but it would be a major payment—with dividends.
Breaking out of her lethargy she shuddered and walked out, still whispering to herself.
“Where do we go from here?”
“Cryptography, Electronic Warfare, Communication Protocols, Counter Intelligence, EMP strikes, Artificial Intelligence, Pattern Recognition, Quantum Computing, FEM simulation? This is hopeless. She had her fingers in everything that even closely resembles a computer-related buzzword. Going by this entertaining collection of a marketing dictionary she could have crossed people from all walks of life,” Gray said and let the latest printout slip from his hands and hit the desk with a snapping noise of resignation and spent good will.
“Same with what I got on her. She was a genius and her different aliases appear on enough papers to make the most prolific of slush authors blush with inadequacy. She loved her job,” Rue replied before closing his own file.
Enough to have left me behind. For this. For numbers and equations. Is that all there is to it?
After a long awkward drive to the office Gray and Rue had started talking out of professional necessity and after a few minutes things had gone back to normal as they sat in the office and talked through the case.
“What do we tell Baystead?” Gray asked.
“The truth?”
“That we know jack?”
“That we may know jack, but that you knew the deceased very well,” the conflict flared up again as Rue mentioned the circumstance.
“Which would very likely rule me out of the investigation.”
“And very likely for very good reasons, Eric.”
The fever built up again, but before Gray could say anything, Rue already cut in with a sedate and unaffected tone.
“Let it go, Eric. I will tell Baystead the facts as are. We have procedures and that’s that as far as I’m concerned. You aren’t making the best case for participation in this investigation the way you acted at the morgue and the way you act again right now, you know?”
Gray’s upwelling protest was pre-empted again, “And just one more word and you’ll be sent on a forced vacation after having checked in with our psychological counsel. Which sounds like a good idea in any case, the more I think about it. You’ve been only sounding minor chords for way too long now. And you aren’t exactly reaching for the upper registers.”
Gray lowered his gaze onto the ground several levels below them. A lump like a heavy and wet tennis ball formed in his throat, choked him, and his eyes burned in frustration as he was not even able to give voice to it. But his determination to stick with the case had already bloomed.
His eyes abruptly refocused as a notifying window appeared on his screen. He immediately forgot his anger. “Sarah’s point of location and current occupation was among the data set that was stolen in the DC hit!”
“You think they were after Sarah, not the agent list?”
“Could be. And whatever she had been working could be even worse news than the loss of the agent list. I don’t think it’s coincidence.”
“Crap,” was Rue’s professional statement.
They instantly got on their way to Baystead’s empty office and as soon as they had taken seats, Baystead himself hurried through the door, neck tie and hair waving alike in the rush of air as he sped towards his place.
“Rue, Gray, excellent. Just the two people I need to speak to. I’ve just been briefed on your case.”
He turned his head towards Gray. “It seems you knew the deceased from your time in college. Is that correct?”
“Yes, sir,” Gray said without intonation. There goes my plan.
“Alright. This brings us into a dilemma here,” Baystead said and sorted his clothing before finally taking seat and being on eye-level with his two agents. “You know the investigation cannot continue with you being involved this way?”
“With all due respect, sir, I think my acquaintance of Dr. Hamilton is enough of historical nature to be considered insignificant, like ‘knowing’ a car salesman or a waitress from years ago.”
“Which is exactly why I wanted you to stay here for a moment.” He paused. “How close have you been to Dr. Hamilton?”
Gray would do anything.
“Not very. Yes, I knew her from college, but we haven’t been very close, or close at all for that matter. Just another co-ed. I don’t see my prior knowledge of her person affecting my judgment or action, Sir,” Gray said, feeling he had delivered it with the right amount of distance and indifference. He had learned that indifference was usually interpreted as proper judgment and sensibility. It was professional.
“I see,” Baystead said. ”I see.”
He shook his head slightly and then stated, “You’re off this case.”
The following silence was explicit.
“Excuse me?” Gray said. He must have misheard, he thought, before he hastily threw in a “sir”.
“You are off the case, Gray. I asked you to give testimony regarding your relation to Dr. Hamilton and you lied to protect your own interests. Who do you think we are?” his voice cut the room apart. “But more importantly, you lied to a superior, demonstrating a clear lack of judgment and distance to this case.”
“But-“
“For God’s sake, Gray, this is an intelligence agency. Do you really think we don’t have files on each and every single agent working here? Think twice.”
Gray realized that Baystead had known all along. It had been a test.
“I could have accounted for your continued involvement if you had demonstrated reliability and trustworthiness. Now though, unlikely. Do you understand?”
Gray’s reply was hollow and had no echo. To him it sounded like a third person was saying it. “Yes, sir.”
“Good,” Baystead said with irritation in his voice, as if he had to deal with a troublesome kid again, losing faith that it one day would turn out fine and go to church and pay taxes. “Furthermore, you are free for the day and I expect you to check in with our psychologist tomorrow. Your general condition seems to dictate this move.”
“But, who would be better suited for this case than me?! I knew the victim! If anybody, I would be the one most able to trace her steps and understand what she might have gotten into! You know his affects me, how… I could-“
“I thought we were already clear on this, Agent Gray. Unless you want to be addressed Mister Gray for the future of your professional life, I advise you to follow suit.”
Gray had the urge to keep protesting, but was lost for words, so he grunted. He felt nauseous and as if his tie was tightening around his neck, giving him an impression of what it must feel like to hang oneself onto a tree one did not see coming. The whole session seemed farcical to him. Completely different from what he had hoped and expected.
“Is this your final word, sir?”
At first it seemed like Baystead would not answer, but after a short pause he uttered, “Yes. You are dismissed.”
His hands already on the arm rests, Gray was about to leave, when he leant over to Baystead.
“You can reassign me, you can suspend me, you can fire me, but you know what? That all doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter the slightest bit,” he said quietly. “You do what you feel you must do. And I will too. I am going to hunt that fuck down and nail the coffin on that bastard, whether it goddamn pleases you and your procedures or not,” Gray said and smiled a smile that left his eyes unlaughing.
“Do as you please and live with the consequences, son. I’m not going to feel intimidated by your little show there.”
“Great!” Gray agreed overly enthusiastic. “Good day, Sir. Good day to you,” he said and left the room. Towards the exit he heard Rue shout “Hey, Eric!”, but Gray waved him off without a further look and rushed out. He did not want to drag Rue into this.
This was personal.
Lisa slumped over, disappointed by the vagueness of what she had found, and massaged her knuckles.
Most of the work was somehow connected to the field of pattern recognition and its different applications on several platforms, with a strong mathematical foundation. Patterns everywhere.
What did she find? Perfect decryption? Perfect encryption? Both? What is in there?
Trying to trace what work Sarah had done in the past to guess what she was doing now had only brought her so far and left her with far too many options. Too many parties could be interested in her work, and many of them would kill and had killed for less.
It was no use. She needed a break.
As she stepped out of her door into the quiet night, the outside air felt nice, even if it was among the world’s worst. Besides the wind sweeping she heard traffic in the distance, her own street being quiet and asleep as she started walking through the interplay of light and dark, passing under streetlights, houses like her own to the side.
A paper on the ground caught her eye. “Several species infected by same mystery flu in local Zoo” it read.
Several species, same flu… she brooded and chew her lip.
Without the overbearing brightness of the day hurting her eyes, Lisa listened to herself breath on her contemplative walk, running things through her mind over and over again.
And then, suddenly, she knew what Lisa had been working on. The Zoo headline had told her.
Excited, she spun around and started running back towards her house, passing a road sign and casually looking at the weirdly swung characters on it.
“God, I love Tokyo,” she thought.
Gray had found a place on a bench in the park near the DHS building and celebrated having thrown away his career.
He felt hungry, lightheaded, but mostly alive and quite well as a stupid grin stole onto his face. He had thrown things away, but not for a dead person.
Before his suspension completely kicked in and all departments were made aware of it, he phoned the lab to see whether the analysis of the crime scene had turned up any more evidence on the killer, but was disappointed.
“Nothing new. All the traces, particles and prints we found belong to Dr. Hamilton. Her attacker left no unique trace at all,” the scientist told him and Gray was aware of how odd this was. It was practically impossible.
In the futile attempt to arrange his short, sandy-colored hair somewhat, Gray ended up holding his face in his hands and felt his cold fingers on the bony jaw and cheeks as his face was warm and still flush with his excitement, until his cell phone noisily reported a short message. There was no number associated with the message and all it contained was the address of a close highway underpass and a time: In fifteen minutes.
Unsettled by the weird message, yet unwilling to let any chances pass, Gray found a black sedan with tanned windows roll to a halt where he stood fifteen minutes later at the underpass.
The door opened, a gap widening, but even though Gray was unable to see into the car, he grabbed it and entered.
“Baystead!”
“Doctor, Mister, or just Stephen would do too. And I would prefer you would not keep at this volume for the rest of the talk,” Baystead said, not unfriendly.
“What’s this about? I did not expect to ever see you again.”
“Listen, Gray, I’m sorry we parted the way we did. Everything I’m going to say and do now is off the usual record and on another.” He brought the car back onto the road and said, “But there were external circumstances that forced my hand. I was as much a victim of that as you were.”
“Were?”
“Yes, were. As soon as I have left, you have not seen me.”
“Secret?”
“You see, being the department’s president, I enjoy certain privileges. Like being able to make sure nobody actually spies on me.”
“So, what is this about? You are not going to hold my hands over two double lattes, apologize in drama with some bad poetry, give me brotherly pecks on my cheeks before confessing your love for another man and disappear into the sunset?” Gray asked grimly.
“No. I’m here to do us and you a favor, Gray. Before I reached the office today I already had several talks and most of them were gravely disconcerting. There is rumbling and noise in DC, in the NSA, the CIA, the Pentagon. Nothing really on the surface, but people are talking about what happened at the facilities and to Dr. Hamilton.”
“Why?”
“National security. And now starts the off-the-record part. Dr. Hamilton was part of a research group that had the task of finding out how to bring modern computer networks down, among them ISPs, subnets, carriers, and yes, even the whole Internet if need be as part of Operation Cyberstorm. It was part of another military contingency plan.”
“Really. What did they plan on doing after lunch break? Pesky overachievers. That’s what happens when you sit in the first row in class.”
“And her task was to write polymorph viral code that could be used to take over the networks and control or destroy them. Polymorph has two meanings in this case: A, it changes its own appearance and structure to evade detection, and B, it carries itself in different versions for different computer and operating systems. It could infect your PC through your PDA, hop onto your cell phone, exploit a networked printer, laying dormant and escaping detection until it receives the signal, activated through a driver exploit, and takes control of the system. And then it would be under our control to handle like we see fit to use. Or destroy.”
“Did she succeed?”
“No. At least we thought so until now. But the fact that somebody penetrated secret facilities without us knowing how they came to know of them, then entering the NSA and killing a high ranking scientist working on very sensitive material that only a handful of people know of? That’s quite indicative.”
“Yep, indicative,” Gray agreed, “on two things: First, her research was a success in some way. Second, this was an inside job. You said it yourself. Only a handful of people knew of it and had access to it. There is a leak.”
Baystead leant back, concern deepening the creases in his face. “That’s why I’m here, Gray, and why I’m not on the official record. Do the names Bilderberg, Skull & Bones, Illuminati, Council of Foreign Relations or Elders of Zion ring a name?”
“Of course, right along with the FIFA Technical Study Group—most opaque bunch ever. Conspiracy theories for nutters and whack jobs that need to project their failures so they don’t have to blame themselves.”
“That’s a blanket statement I wouldn’t sign, and one would guess I know what I’m talking about. Some of them exist in some forms, but it’s highly unlikely that they in fact are responsible for everything they are blamed for. Their members probably laugh a lot when browsing the Internet.”
“Yeah, well, world being governed by a few powerful people. Hardly news. What’s the important part for us?” Gray asked.
“Another conspiracy. One that managed to go mostly unnoticed and in fact we have problems sorting out fact and fiction ourselves. Most peculiar is that even our documents, our secret files, have no apparent author. There is not much to go by, except for their name: Brotherhood of Babylon.”
“Wait! Didn’t they have that great hit in ’74? Can’t recall the name, but I think it had organs, jangly guitars and flashy clothes. Funny bunch, back in the day when songs weren’t just incredibly long ringtone ads,” Gray said and pulled his thin, colorless lips into a sour smile.
“Funny. But-“
“Pffft, very nice, but I don’t see how any of this story affects me. I’m not part of the office anymore. Wait, let me think about who’s responsible for that?” Gray shrugged his shoulders. “Gee, seems I can’t remember who put me off the case. Your point was what again?”
“Oh, so you blame me for not being in control of yourself? Great. But you’ll see where this is heading.”
Gray observed the outside world and waited for Baystead to go on.
“So, Brotherhood of Babylon as I said. It seems to consist of people strongly opposed to any government and establishment. But instead of opposing it like a small flame opposes the darkness, visible but without much effect, like most “conspiracies”, they kept weaving their net and preparing something hidden from all view. Mostly scientists, immature nerds that stylize themselves to be the secretly ruling power, some form of science-fuelled gray eminence of mankind.”
“And you suspect that they will try to bring down the Internet, mobile and phone system with a virus destroying all communications in its wake?”
“Yes. They’ll miss the current Internet, and basically all other electric devices, but they loathe our governments much more than they like the net. Or they could sell it to the highest bidder, and God knows, there are currently more than a handful of countries out there that would be pleased to deliver such a blow! We’ve seen bad things happen at much lesser catastrophes. And then, don’t fall victim to intellectual arrogance. That we can’t think of an explanation does not mean that there is no reasonable one.”
“Bring down the net? Porn and Bittorrent have been v1 of their project then, I assume.”
“Listen, Gray, I’m not here to entertain you and God knows I’m not a funny guy that likes stories. The data we have on that group hints that there are plans for our current time, and this threat is serious. Can you even imagine in the slightest what this breakdown could mean, this anarchy, this chaos? I’ve been there. I’ve seen and experienced times of revolt. Without a force bringing order, mankind degenerates when let from its tight leash.”
“I never liked our office after three pm either.”
“You are an ass, Gray. But even worse, you know it and you like it. It’s all unimportant, false or a joke to you!”
That’s how I roll.
“You want something true?” Baystead continued. “I’ll tell you something true. During my early years of espionage activity I was in Eastern Europe, doing undercover surveillance. I was young, I was idealistic, I thought I could change something, even the slightest bit, in my lowly position. Guess what, I was wrong. The country was wrought with corruption, decadence, perversion and people wallowed in it like pigs. I once brought a young boy from a small, poor village into a hospital on my own hands, having walked for miles, after he had broken into a lake in deep winter. He was blue from cold and badly cut from industrial litter that had been dumped there. He had blood all over him, could barely breath and his heart beat irregularly. Of course I was put in line, and what an illustrious line it was, I tell you. Cripples with bleeding stumps from having been caught in one of the broken machines of a factory. A woman with puss where her right eye should have been and only blood and mushy tissue where her teeth should have been after some roaming bandits had raped her and beat and cut her up—for fun. An old man that looked to be hundred years of age with old, leathery but healthy skin folding on his face and roasted, rosy and brown skin from his grade A burnings hanging onto his weak bones from below there to his belt, throwing bubbles and peeling off as he sat there. I felt sick for being alive and healthy. And the boy, you might think that I was in a hospital everything should have been fine and they nursed him back to health, but man doesn’t work that way,” Baystead spat the words out with increasing disgust as he recalled his tale, looking onto the road as if he was reading from its lines.
He looked up and asked Gray, “Do you want to know what happened? A party official was brought in with a sore throat. Guess who was treated? This pig had gone into the treatment room with a common cold and the kid in my hands was dying, his breath growing fainter by the minute. You might have expected them to be finished quickly at least, and I asked the attending nurse several times how much longer it’d take, but it was always ‘ckopo, ckopo’, ‘soon, soon’.”
Gray grew uncomfortable. He had never heard the old man tell anything from his past or anything remotely personal, and what he was hearing was no story from a Freddie Prince Junior movie.
“The boy was dying and nobody was going to do anything about it. I couldn’t help it anymore, with people suffering around me and the boy barely holding on, I busted through the door to confront the doctor face to face, determined to make him at least watch the boy die if he was going to do nothing about it.”
A mad little smile played around the corner’s of Baystead’s mouth now. “And what I saw there opened the truth about the human nature to me. After that, nothing ever shocked me again.”
The grin contorting Baystead’s face would have prompted every mother and her child to change the side of the road if he had walked around on the streets like that.
“They were having a party. The party animal and his doctor were downing shots of vodka, laughing and hitting each other’s shoulders, having the time of their lives. Two of the bodyguards played poker with them while the others lined the doors and walls, looking all grim and serious. The last thing I saw before I was promptly dragged out through the door, kicking and screaming, was the sight of the two grown men in charge laughing so hard they had tears in their eyes, as I shouted and gestured, restrained by the hands of the guards that threw me onto the yard of the entrance and made it abundantly clear that they would shoot me if I set foot into the hospital again,” Baystead said with a trembling voice.
“And the boy?”
“The boy? With tears streaming from a maelstrom of frustration and inability I told the guards, and shouted to them from where I was sitting on the frozen ground outside, that there was a boy in there who needed treatment and that they should look after him. They nodded grimly and went inside again. A stupid, in all reality unprompted, spark of hope sprung up inside me at that moment and when the door swung open again with the two guards, one of them carried the weak and tiny body of the boy that nearly disappeared in the guard’s big and rough hands. They simply tossed him out. Tossed him out like somebody would toss out a discarded paper tissue, like worthless waste. He-“
Baystead started over. “He was dead before he hit the ground,” he said with a voice that left open whether he believed it. He looked aside, squinting as if trying to discern something in the distance that was cut short by the next wall. “And then they shot him two times to make sure. They left me sitting there with the dead body in that winter. Alone, cold and robbed of much that had been dear to me,” he said still turned aside, as if talking to his left mirror.
“I’m sorry, Sir,” Gray said at a loss for words, afraid of saying something awkward or inappropriate.
Baystead turned back, his old somber self with deep and steady slate-grey eyes in his orderly face. Only his voice retained a hint of the unrest he had gone through when recalling his past.
“It’s OK, as long as it brings the point across. It would pain me deeply to see something like this happen here, in our country, to our people. This software EMP could create anarchy for months or years, and I’m not going to let it happen.”
“I can follow that.”
“Good, because that is where you come in. When our Department was founded we were granted some extensive operative rights. It’s called Status 212 in the documents and it’s short of giving you a carte blanche to do whatever is required to avert danger, except that you will have to face the consequences of your doing to some extent. Smaller hiccups can be covered up, but issues that can not be hidden from public eye anymore will go onto your score card.”
“The government is going to deny knowledge and participation?”
“Absolutely. You are going to sign a discharge form, but of course some higher-ups in key positions will monitor your activities and aid you as far as the case is concerned.”
“As far as the case is concerned. If I do a misstep, I’m out and nobody ever knew me?”
“Official story will be that after your discharge you investigated on your own accord. What we can promise though is getting you out of the country, set you up somewhere else and issue a death certificate for your current identity.”
“Not much of a safety net,” Gray said, not too satisfied. Baystead did not reply immediately, but took off his glasses with a free hand and rubbed his tired eyes as he spoke, “You are right, it isn’t. It’s not very safe, but it’s the best we can do. Official investigation will be compromised by whoever is the leak in the inner circle, but this way I can make use of you.” Baystead pointed at the second suitcase. “This one is for you. Of course the protocols don’t plan to send our agents out naked. IDs and passports, handguns, surveillance gear, computer, phones, two hundred thousand US dollars in cash and credit cards with access to five hundred thousand more.”
“How did you get this organized so quickly?!” Gray asked.
“By being prepared. We have them for all of our agents.”
Gray rubbed his hands on his thighs as if he was an athlete about to perform some miraculous feat.
He took the plunge.
“I’ll do it,” he made his decision and signed up.
“You will only respond to me and the president,” Baystead said. “No one else knows about your exact mission. I guess there isn’t much left for me but to wish you good luck.”
Gray’s mind somersaulted as he considered the possibilities. He wanted to be let out of the car. He was ready.
With the formalities done, a short approving nod and a closing door later, Baystead was gone, swept away with the snow as Gray stood at the side of the road and looked after the disappearing car. Plans started to form in his mind.
This is going to be interesting. Very interesting.
Lisa could have slapped herself. It seemed painfully obvious in retrospective: Polymorph virus code. And it had taken the zoo story to make sense of all the data.
Furthermore, she had managed to find another connection to Sarah’s computer right before the death. It had evaded her attention first, as it had been an incoming connection, something she had not looked out for, but now she had more to follow up on.
Her fingers hit the keyboard in a wild allegro.
Gray was on his way out of DC, through the sunny country side, as he drove northwest and looked over the barren and snow covered landscape to his sides and marveled at its simple beauty in its solemnity and cold sleep.
The drive was relaxing, nearly meditative. In the warm, protective shell of his car the winter had much of its serenity and none of its harshness. The sun warmed his face through the windows and his fingers tapped to the beat of the low-key pop music coming out of the stereo as his head bobbed on some of the tunes.
He drove up north to visit Sarah's parents. While Sarah’s life and death were technically classified information, he could not see trouble arising from telling them the truth and sticking to uncritical facts.
There had been no prior telephone call because he thought they deserved a human being bringing the news instead of eventually getting place-holder condolences of the fourteen by eight-point-five format, which he considered to be worth shit. If somebody died, the one responsible should break it personally. Letters made it all too easy to utilize the "human resource". It would only be a matter of years before they used Twitter for it. “@PARENTS: ZOMG! UR D0GHTR IS DE4D LOL KTHXBAI”
Crawling through the last of the suburban streets he had second thoughts on whether he would be held responsible and whether it was cruel to make them lose their daughter a second time, but decided to stick with it and tell them the truth. While not completely a gift, they deserved it.
After slowly entering the driveway of the house he had visited last years ago, he still gripped the wheel after the engine had died, until he found the courage to exit the car. When he went to the door, his heart beating rapidly, it suddenly swung wide open before he reached it and Gray could look through the frame into the dim hallway and onto the person at the door.
"Eric?" the person, a slender young woman, about thirty years of age with blond hair and hazel eyes asked him hesitantly.
"Who are you?" Gray asked. He did not recognize her and was caught off guard. She looked similar to Sarah, but not quite like her.
"Eric, it's me, Catherine? Don't you recognize me? Have I changed that much?" the woman beamed at him.
Bewildered, Gray did not reply, but was ushered in like a confused pet dragged by its leash.
"Come on, don't just stand there, come in! Haven't seen you for ages. What brings you here?" she asked and took Gray's jacket before she made him go through into the living room where he finally said something.
"Catherine? Little Kate?" he tried.
"Yup, in person," she laughed at him.
Not only had he been expecting to see Sarah's parents, but he had all but forgotten about Catherine, Sarah's little “kid” sister. They had both born on the same day, yet were nothing alike from what he knew about them.
"Wow, you sure have changed. I'm sorry for not recognizing you," Gray said.
"Don't be. It's been for the better I hope!" she said warmly and did a little mock curtsy. "Come on, sit down, have a seat. What do you want to drink? Coffee? Tea? A beer? Something with more body?"
"No, thanks. Coffee will do."
She swept out and left a baffled Gray back in the living room, which resembled a large hall and was crowned with a wide skylight roof that flooded it with daylight. He had met Catherine only a few times besides seeing some occasional glimpses and hashes when he had come to visit Sarah, but she had been very different back then: The troubled child, thin enough to be x-rayed with a flash light, flunking school, going through a whole lot of motions, rebelling, opposing, in short being the black sheep of the family. Her relationships to Sarah and her parents had always been strained and taxing and the two sisters had been nothing alike. They had not even resembled each other, and after a hefty fight between them Sarah had once stormed into his arms and refused to talk about it, but had never spoken a word to her sister or about her ever again.
But as he had not come to this house in a long time he had all but forgotten about Catherine, until she had dropped into sight two minutes ago.
Still thinking about her, she came in, carefully balancing a tablet with freshly brewed coffee and cups in her hands, slowly gliding towards the table in the spacious living room.
“So, what brings you here? I’ve certainly not seen you for a while?” she asked and poured the fragrant coffee into Gray’s cup and looked at him.
She’s got the same eyes as Sarah.
“Actually I expected to meet your parents here,” he said. “Where are they? I’d rather tell everybody at once.”
“Why? Is something wrong? They are in Hawaii to get away from the cold. I’m house sitting here. What happened?”
Gray felt the weight of his tongue in his dry mouth. The words felt like they tried to stay down his throat and he had to push them up by force.
“It’s about Sarah,” he finally said while his throat felt like cramping.
“Sarah?” There was a small break in her voice, a faint creak, and her lips started to tremble slightly. “Sarah?” she repeated.
She suspects it. What else would I come to tell?
“Yes. Sarah. She died yesterday,” Gray said bluntly, tempted to say nothing more and leave, relieved enough to have gotten it out.
“But, how.. why.. when.. I don’t… she… ,” Catherine stammered, pressing against the tears swelling in her eyes. Trembling, she wiped the emerging tears from the corners of her eyes with her bare hands, yet still held on until she dragged herself over onto the sofa next to Gray.
“Catherine, listen, I’m sorry I had to bring this up.”
Gray did not know what to do. He had never been close to Catherine, but it felt awkward to have her suffer in tears and sobs, next to him, and not react in some way. A being in misery and he felt unable to provide any comfort.
She tilted slightly over to him, and at loss, Gray put his arms around her and kept talking to avoid uneasy quiet.
“I’m sorry I had to break up old scars like that, but I thought it would be for the best for you all to know the truth. You don’t need to worry anymore and hold your breath. She’s gone.”
Not only did Gray not know where to put his hands, but also where to put himself, wishing he could have slipped out of his skin and disappear. But after a while Catherine stopped crying and under stifled breath tried to regain grip on herself, yet pressed herself deeper into Gray arms, who was uncomfortably aware of her body, her touch, her smell, her skin, torn between guilty attraction and embarrassed helplessness. Awkward.
“Hey, are you OK now?” Gray asked, loosening his grip so she could have easily broken contact any time, but soft sobbing was her only answer.
“I’m really sorry,” he said again.
“It’s not your fault,” she replied after a while. “It’s not your fault,” and gently put Gray’s arms down with a whispered “Thank You” when she sat back again.
“How did it happen?” she asked when the first wave had subsided and she was able think about the news in more practical terms.
Gray was tight-lipped about what he told her and explained as little as possible, relaying it as classified work-related death without pain or suffering.
“You are lying,” Catherine suddenly said. He turned to her from his thoughts, finding her looking at him, her face still red and puffy, the eyes still in anguish. And he noticed again how familiar they seemed. She looked at Gray like a wounded deer, accusing and entrancing him while looking for sympathy.
“Catherine, I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. It’s really-”
“You are lying. She did not die peacefully, did she? What part of your story is it? There’s something wrong. You don’t feel right about it. What is it?”
“I really can’t tell you. It’s confidential. If they knew I was here and-“
It was too late when he realized his mistake.
“What’s the worry then to tell me everything? Do you think I’ll run to the press? Run to the next hostile country’s government and sell secrets?”
“No, but-“
“Goddamn it, Eric, I’m her sister! Don’t you think I have a right to know what exactly happened? I’m not looking to blame anybody, I just want to know.”
“I really can’t. I’m sor-“
“Sure. You can come here and tell me she’s dead, but not how it happened?! And who did it?!” Her voice was like granite. “Eric, do you really think I want to go from one lie to another? No! Not happening! You could have saved yourself that trip up here then.”
For a moment Gray had the feeling that Catherine resented him for holding back information. Those eyes that seemed so known to him, so intimate, accused him to the point that it became unbearable.
“You are fine with giving me some fake official story? That’s as good as one of those nice letters with those patriotic seals on top. ‘Dear Mr. and Mrs. So-And-So, we are sorry to inform you, blablabla’? Nice. I always wanted one of those. Gonna stick it on the fridge.”
“She was murdered. And we don’t know by whom and only have a vague idea of why. I’m working for a government agency task force and I was ordered to check out the crime scene and investigate her murder. There you go, now you know it. Satisfied?” he blurted out.
Catherine let herself sink back into her chair again, “Murdered… ”
Gray still felt the grilling. “Killed for something she worked on. Beaten up and left with a slit throat. You wanted to know. Satisfied?” he asked again.
“Thank you,” she whispered as her voice failed her.
He already felt guilty for having been harsh. The way she ran her hand through her hair, the way she rolled her eyes or how she shifted her weight in her seat, he could not stand to watch it. It reminded him so much of Sarah, rekindled so much the nerves in him that wished and tried to tell him that Sarah was alive, and confused him so much that he could not look at her.
I need to get out of here. Now.
Catherine spent the next minutes trying to convince him into letting her join him on his investigation, but he kept declining while he walked through the room and feigned interest in the items in it, preparing to leave. Their argument went back and forth and Gray felt himself losing ground.
I really need to learn how to handle the women in this family. I'm going to have a word with Mr. Hamilton.
He pulled out the stops.
"No. Fucking No! Get it through your head, for good. If you want to help me, check your post and email whether Sarah tried to contact you."
Ablaze with anger and disappointment, Catherine stormed out of the room and upstairs towards the computer, leaving Gray alone. With nothing else to do, Gray occupied himself with looking at the framed family pictures when he noticed a distant fluttering noise that slowly grew louder, yet he could not locate.
He knew he had to leave Catherine, and this house, behind as soon as possible or things would not end well.
And he was ready to leave.
Until the skylight above him exploded in a splitting crunch and came down in whirlwinds of shatters, shards and splinters, followed by ropes with masked men in combat clothing and loaded guns shouting commands escaping the hovering helicopter and its deafening rotor noise.
Lisa had narrowed down the number of people that would have been able to handle Sarah’s research. Only a handful, and half of them were hopeless, borderline-autistic nerds not made out of military subcontractor material: Brilliant, but unstable. The nitroglycerin of the thinking world.
Two of them though, anonymous hackers suspected to be high-ranking professors at the same university rang a bell and Lisa presumed they had had contact with Sarah. Little was known about them except for their silly nicknames, “Waldorf and Statler”, and that they knew to cover their tracks exceptionally well. They were as good as it got at coding and hacking, yet she had found overlapping connection logs between them and Sarah.
And her further research showed that some Agent Eric Gray had been assigned to the case in an official investigation and then immediately suspended.
"Gray… " Lisa let the name roll over her tongue. It felt familiar. The tightening headband of pressure and stress around her head relaxed as she remembered and looked up social security and school records. Sarah's fiancée before she was recruited!
It was a weird coincidence, and Lisa had always thought that “Gray” had been a pseudonym, not a real name, when Sarah had used it. His suspension, and not just reassignment, seemed fishy to Lisa though, so she considered contacting him, believing that he would end up investigating on his own anyway.
She called him.
Gray managed to throw himself at the wall and hide against one of the closets as the heavy roof construction came down like a wave of cutting destruction, with ear-splitting noise of explosive charges and a helicopter hovering closely above. Metal scraped against metal and glass and ceramics shattered as if somebody celebrated New Year's Eve with antique cannons in a glass factory. He heard men shouting over the noise, but had trouble keeping his eyes open in the dust and debris and could only see vague shadows descending earthwards. He crouched deeper into his cover and hoped the dust would settle quickly enough to give him an equal playing field with whoever had ignored the unlocked front door. His only conclusion was that somebody suspected Catherine to know something Sarah had been unwilling to share.
Catapulting from his hiding place, dust whirling in milky cords behind him, he grabbed the first of the attackers by the gun as he saw him through the fog of the fires that had been set off by the explosions.
Catching him by surprise, Gray ripped the man’s weapon up as distraction and then brought his knee up to settle it deeply in the man's stomach. When the figure buckled over, Gray brought his elbow with full force against the helmet with the dry thud of somebody beating a bag of flour with all his might. The mercenary lost consciousness and dropped like he had been caught by gravity mid-jump, losing the short struggle.
Heckler & Koch MP5, standard issue, Gray recognized the gun. It was as non-descript as it got, the BMW 3-series of submachine guns. As a trace it was useless.
Ducking, Gray ejected the magazine, checked it, reloaded, cocked. Still ducked he sprinted through the overthrown furniture towards the door so he could get upstairs and secure Catherine as another shape suddenly came up in the smog. Without delay Gray knocked his gun in full swing and run against the head and the man—his back turned towards Gray—received the swing with a loud rap, toppled to the side and crashed into the wall where he slumped over into a lifeless heap.
Gray heard grunting and quick steps behind himself and letting himself fall forward to the floor, he twisted around to land on his back as bullets whirred by over him, leaving spirals in the smog that now covered the whole house. Where the man had stood and fired, orange blooms had lighted up from his muzzle, making it easy for Gray to know where to send his own greeting to. Pulling the trigger, his gun rattled through the magazine and danced in his hand as the projectiles hit their target and threw it around and aside into the destruction. The difference in pitch in the screams confirmed having hit two of them. Good enough for me.
He jumped up and tried to recall what he had seen just before the explosions had covered all his sight. Has it been six men? Seven? Eight? He could not tell, but there should still be a handful left, and he had a bullet for every one of them.
On through the corridor, avoiding breathing in the burnt air, Gray ran on when without warning a forceful kick brought him out of his dash for the staircase and sent him flying, his head hitting a door handle, before he slammed into the wall. Something warm trickled down from his head where he felt a numb pain spread atop while his lungs were on fire, a rib feeling like it staked into his upper body, splinters cutting into flesh. That's what a magician’s box must feel like once the swords are all in place. Awesome! he thought in numb joy as the adrenaline swamped him and numbed the pain to something present, yet distant, like sun shining through a window: blinding and intense, but without the burning heat. Gray had just about brought himself up onto his elbows when he saw a shadow rushing in again from the corner of his eye, leg pulled back to bring down another devastating kick.
Gray turned over so the foot only scraped against his body, setting his skin aflame, and from of a twist of his midsection brought up his own leg and powered his foot with all his might against the attacker’s knee of the standing leg. The leg, supporting all the man’s weight had nowhere else to go but the wrong way: back. With a snap the knee broke like a mauled chicken bone and Gray’s attacker tilted aside with hair-raising screams before he came down like a fell tree and Gray rammed the blunt end of his gun from his lying position into the man’s face to shut him up.
Panting, Gray tried to gather himself. His ribs felt horrible, but not broken after all. But he was still badly bruised and there was still warm blood trickling down into his eyes from somewhere on his head.
A scream shrieked down the staircase to where he lay.
High-pitched. Female. Catherine’s voice, screaming like a Banshee.
It sent a shock through Gray’s body as he jumped onto his feet, careful to not fall over again, and raced up the staircase.
All he saw was a blur, his view darting back and forth between the difficult steps in the spiral staircase and his path up, the world a dirty mess covered by a sheet of blood.
“Let GO OF ME!!” he heard Catherine’s scream and something crashing onto the floor, sending vibrations through the house that Gray felt on the stairs.
Just as he reached the top, another one of the attackers appeared and towered several feet above Gray, from where he kicked Gray’s weapon aside, which came to rest three steps lower. The man’s face, the first one Gray really saw as there was barely any of that dense fog around upstairs, carried a hostile smirk of arrogance beneath the slight surprise of seeing Gray. Without thinking, Gray punched him in the crotch. When the man buckled, Gray grabbed his throat with the left hand and his belt with the right hand. The hardened and tough face seemed to sail over in slow-motion as Gray heaved him over his own head and threw him down the steep stone and steel staircase, to make intimate contact with many of the unforgiving, perfect angles. The man’s expression of unbelieving surprise never went away in time, as his neck broke on contact with the concrete and his spine cracked on several of the steps just like his flailing extremities. As he came to rest he resembled a puppet with cut strings, no tension remaining, his limbs assorted in impossible angles of an MC Escher drawing.
Taking up his gun again and feathering off the step he stood on, Gray rolled onto the floor and came up kneeling, weapon gripped with white knuckles and brought before him when he was in front of the open door where Catherine’s screams had come from.
A man, a blond brute of nearly seven feet height tugged at Catherine and gripped her neck like one would grip a naughty puppy to drag it away from wherever it went to hide after having done something bad. All Gray saw was Catherine’s face, convulsing with pain and wet with tears as she tried to claw at her assailant, kicking, ripping and tearing at him. The man merely grunted and his grip did not ease the slightest bit as Gray’s gun sight followed their movements.
Too close, moving too much. Hold still…
“LET HER GO!!” Gray barked at the man over the pulsing noise of the helicopter still hovering above the house. He held him firmly in the cross sight.
The man twisted away, holding Catherine as a shield between himself and Gray, a jagged combat knife at Catherine’s throat that immediately brought down a thin stream of fresh blood as it pressed into her skin and the ancient part of Gray’s brain that wanted to skin and hide prey howled inside him.
“I guess it’s time to let us pass. What are you going to do? Shoot me and the girl?!” the man shouted short of arrogant laughter and stood still for a moment.
No. Just you.
Gray pulled the trigger and the gun bellowed brimstone and bane. The first bullet hit the man’s forehead and blood shot into his eyes as it expanded on its travel, whereas the second bullet shattered his left cheek and ripped the nose aside, bone shards plastering the surrounding face. His hands sunk down while the body remained upright and his breathing fought against the blood, pooling in his nasal tunnels and running into his throat and lungs with weak sputtering, before he fell over, blood spreading on the floor as the last heartbeats pumped it through the open head wounds.
Gray was not afraid to shoot at close range with valuable cover. He just did not like it.
Catherine still stood where the man had held her, eyes frozen, pupils dilated, her whole body shivering and sweating, sucking in and exhaling air in rapid coughs with someone else’s blood on the side of her face, which she did not seem to register.
Gray ran up to her and grabbed her by her arms.
“Kate, are you OK?! Kate, you hear me?!” Gray shouted over the noise and destruction around them.
Her pupils took an eternity, one of the longer eternities, to refocus.
“Catherine, we have to get out of here! There could be more people here any minute!”
Her head snapped towards Gray, life coming back into her.
“I-, I-, I’m sorry. I couldn’t do anyth-, you shot at me… ” Catherine stammered, still not in control of herself.
“That’s alright. Doesn’t matter. Let’s go! Forget your things! We need to get out of here!” Gray said and looted the dead for additional magazines.
He had to take her along now, Gray knew. If not for his own benefit, then for her safety. The local police would not be able to protect her against somebody risking guerrilla ops like that near DC.
Gray secured the stair case with his submachine gun and then reloaded with a series of clicks and raps as Catherine managed to swipe her portable computer of her table, clinging on to it as if it meant her life.
Gray held her hand when he helped her down and, step by step, careful not to trip or be surprised by somebody approaching, they made their way towards ground level.
The fire did not seem to have spread more, but the smoke was overburdening and it had become a lot hotter. Halfway down, Gray tore a sleeve of his shirt and dipped it into a watering can that stood there for the copious number of plants spread over the house. He handed it over to Catherine and told her to breath through it. When they reached the ground level he dragged her to the front door, making sure to secure their path ahead and check their behind as they progressed when he heard a noise behind them.
He whirled around and brought Catherine behind him.
Nothing. He waited for the sound to repeat itself, but naught happened. About to shrug it off, but still listening in, a loud ringing startled him and terrified Catherine enough to let off a small shriek. Gray reached for his mobile phone and switched it off, afraid that the noise might have given them away.
And as if somebody had just waited for a signal, a door to their side flew open and another black-clad mercenary stepped out with his gun in firing position and, aiming at them, pulled the trigger.
Catherine did not register what happened next, when Gray swept her feet away underneath her and brought her to fall sideways just about as the bullets flew by. Gray dropped the phone and held his hand under her head so it would not hit the floor while he sank down cross legged and raised the submachine gun in his right hand to return fire. Opposite to Gray, the mercenary did not react in time and caught the bullets with his body, being thrown against the door he stood in and left red smears on it as he sank down.
Weird. Gray knew the man should not have missed on this distance, but before he could think more about it, he pulled himself up and helped Catherine onto her feet.
“We have to hurry! Move!”
They passed the front door and it was still sunny and bright outside, just that the wind from the helicopter pushed away the snow cover and down onto the grass and at everything that was not fixed or tied down as it filled the air with rotor noise. Pushing against the wind Gray brought them to his car and made Catherine take her seat before he threw himself behind the wheel.
The engine sprang to life with a growling roar as Gray kicked the throttle as hard as he could and rammed the reverse into the gearbox to start off backwards with screeching tires and more smoke. They had barely hit the street when the front door sprang open again and three more men in combat clothing appeared and brought their weapons up to aim as soon as they spotted the car.
Without waiting for a resolution or any other good ideas, Gray forced the first gear in and dumped the clutch on full throttle. Screaming, the car slid sideways until the tires gripped and the whole vehicle shot off ahead.
The men behind them opened fire, but the moment they were in proper firing position the car was already too far gone to be hit by anything but a lucky shot. Taking over, the helicopter moved to follow them, but the ropes that still hung into the broken roof got caught up and effectively put the vehicle on a leash as it struggled and strained against them like a bull caught and tied down in several lassos. When they were cut or ripped off, the car was already out of sight and beyond its reach.
Gray threw only occasional looks at Catherine as he navigated the traffic to get as far as possible as quickly as possible, but it took most of his concentration to keep them out of accidents or the police's attention at a hundred-thirty miles per hour while he changed lanes as regularly and fluidly within traffic as an ice skater switching feet on a long distance speed run.
"Cath, are you OK?" he asked, keeping one eye on the road as he glanced sideways.
Catherine seemed to not hear him, or not understand what he said. With a blank face, showing no reaction, she looked ahead without blinking. Gray looked closer and concentrated on her face, body and hands, which trembled slightly under her repressed and shallow breath, her glassy eyes looking inwards. "Cath, do you hear me? Talk to me!" he tried again to get her attention and end her trance. "Catherine!!" he shouted.
And Catherine reacted. Finally she turned her head and met Gray's eyes, still confused, still shaken but slowly getting back into consensus reality after having sunk into shock a second time.
"Huh, what, I… I… was just-", she stammered and her eyes looked for help to close the gaps in what she wanted to say.
"It's OK. Relax. We are out of the worst—for the moment,” he said and stepped on the throttle.
“No, really, I need to know, Ichiro. You are the only one I could turn to for this. You have to tell me Waldorf’s and Statler’s identity!” Lisa said.
The voice on the other end of the phone first answered in breathing as the person behind it thought about the demand.
“Five-Oh-Three, woman. They have a reason for doing what they do through pseudonyms, you know? They made ‘computer security’ an oxymoron for a dozen western governments.”
The voice had a noticeably throaty Japanese sound and pitch, yet was clearly pronounced and easily understood by Japanese standards.
“It’s important, you see-“ Lisa tried again.
“And why the hell are we talking on the phone about this?! You should know better than that! Meet me at my place in an hour,” he ended the talk abruptly.
Gray had not picked up the phone when Lisa had tried calling him, so nobody could have helped her more than Ichiro right now. She had often been to the Akihabara district, where Ichiro had his place among run down facades, neon lights and shiny, brightly colored yet oddly happy plastic toys (that were so nauseatingly cute, they killed spectators through induced oxytocin overdoses), but would have preferred to stay at home and not lose time with commuting. There were dressed-up freaks of all sorts running around between oversized, flashing advertising signs that induced epilepsy in everyone that had not grown up on a steady diet of modern ADD-oriented TV programming, among just way too many people per square foot in general.
Lisa’s usual tolerance threshold for population density was about one person per ten thousand square feet: Herself in her own house on her own property. Going outside at this time was bad. Going to Akihabara was a lot worse.
And going there by subway was out of the question. The subways were so overcrowded, they reminded her of taut sausages, except for not being made out of intestines and then being filled with gristle, bone, connective tissue, fat and the slightest amount of meat for the coloring, but being made out of metal and filled with people. Soylent Metro.
Yet, despite this low tolerance for human presence, Lisa was no misanthrope. On the contrary. But she felt like she was not made to be with mankind all the time. She needed being between other people and she loved watching them, but at times she needed so much space for herself that she opted for social celibate for days at a stretch. Tokyo with its vibrant culture and millions of people, but as many options for personal retreat, suited her well. As did computers.
And now, waiting outside for her cab, she looked up at the stars in the night sky, like millions of diamonds in a huge pad of midnight blue velvet. Wealth beyond imagination.
She felt small and alone. And again she began to feel displaced. Yet at times like these it was to her as if she heard a soft and intricate melody. Faint, melancholic, inaudible but to the heart and mind, it always provided comfort and felt like a distant calling.
As teenager she had wondered what the “right thing to do in life” was and what anybody would do after finishing the “game”, like she had, never having to work or worry about money again. The amount in her accounts made sure of that.
And yet, now, Lisa felt disconnected and aimless, floating through life without bumps or shoots, on eternal holidays.
All her life had been a rat race, drilled by her parents to perform and succeed. Sports, school, clubs, college—always had her parents driven her with the most potent carrot-on-a-stick for an otherwise happy kid: affection. She recalled when she had brought home her first D after years of A’s and B’s. In the two following days her parents had her convinced that she was the greatest failure to ever walk the earth, undeserving of love, affection and especially any word of comfort or encouragement until her grades improved. She had felt bad enough about it herself, but her parents distancing themselves so much from her had been the dagger in her heart. The bricks in the wall that had been her faith in the unconditional love of her parents had not only come tumbling down, they had been beaten out one by one with every word and look, the whole wall crashing like Jericho’s to the sound of her parents’ trumpets. For the first time she had not been her parents’ daughter. Their relationship had never been the same.
Every time her parents made her do school work she hated, or train some sport that was rather her parents’ than her own, she hated them a bit more for it. And no matter the discipline, there had always already been concrete footsteps to follow, even if they did not fit her. Anything else was failure and made her a failure.
“Art and literature are nice hobbies, but who do you want to feed with that? Medicine’s something solid, something with status. You are better of with medicine,” her father had said.
“Yeah, right, screw what interests me, what makes me happy, what would have given me a feeling of purpose, of doing something important to me. Let me study medicine so you can brag to your country club buddies and mom can tell all the nice ladies at work that I’m enrolled for medicine somewhere,” she had thought, but not been brave enough to say. Her parents had seen happiness in solid finances.
With twenty three years of age, in the midst of med school, she was certain that everything her parents had ever wanted her to do was not for her own sake, but in some way for her parents. And she had been stuck in a rut. She had hated her studies, all the sports she had done, where her life had been going and what her parents where doing to her. With every passing day she had moved further and further away from them, until it had not hurt anymore to not be loved for not being what they wanted her to be. She had been close of running away, somewhere, anywhere, just to get out of her life. Life had seemed too precious not to risk it. The hand she had been dealt in life had not been that bad, and so she had wanted to go all-in and see whether fate had bluffed.
The game had already been settled on the turn.
Her only mainstay interest through all these years had been computers, ever since she had gotten the first one as a gift from her uncle. Reliable, not judging, opening the world.
One day she had been in a small group discussing autonomous behavior of simple organisms, when on a sudden insight she had designed a search algorithm based on [insert_technobabble]. It was simple in implementation, yet complex in informational emergence and she had published her design proposal and early implementation in the group.
Minutes later she has had an email by one of the group’s members, inviting her to a talk and participation in a start-up company. Fast-forwarding through months of coding, venture capital and an IPO, her stock options had been worth some dozen million within a year. She had checked out, taken the money and left everything behind as the Internet economy had bubbled and the company she had helped found had been worth more than most old school Fortune 500 companies.
All her prior education had been focused on getting a job that would pay for Italian $7,000 sofas and provide the most bragging rights at high school reunions. And with one blow, with one trader’s finger coming down onto the Enter key like an unstoppable guillotine, this had been all worthless and meaningless, cut off at the head and fallen wayside. It had set her free, winning the rat race part of life. While not with a High Score, it was still more than she would ever need.
Her parents, unsuspecting and thinking she was still in med school, were surprised when she did not want to go back to school after a holiday break and Lisa had confronted them with the fact that she never would. Against better judgment she had let herself be drawn into another heated argument until her father had played the Sicilian defense of parenting again, that started with “As long as”, usually went through something about feet, houses and tables and ended in an imperative. Fed up with being reduced to a walking burden and cost item, unwilling to take it any longer she had announced her final leaving if things were just about money and control. Still, on her way to the door a part of her had hoped her parents would reconsider and look for a new start. This part of her had been small, but had hoped. Hoped hard.
Hanging her head and fighting back the tears her steps had been small and her walk slow, her ears pricked whether the people that had been her father and mother would say something, anything, but they had not. So she had not. And had walked out as a failed investment.
She had cried all the way to the airport, wanting to get away. Away from her parents, her current life, and the whole country.
She had let go the first time.
At the airport she had picked a random flight and traveled the world for years. Staying for months, moving on when her sleeping pattern, perpetually drifting towards twenty-eight hour days, got out of sync. And ever since a day two years ago, she had been in Japan, staying in vibrant and colorful Tokyo with its many faces, largely in solitude, but not in loneliness.
Lisa only looked away from the stars when she heard the cab approach.
The drive took her through central Tokyo, on the deep chasms the roads were between the towering skyscrapers that made the skyline, in the ever-present traffic and mix of people and machines and the never sleeping fuss they made as hordes of bodies swashed through the streets. Folks looking for nightly entertainment or company, others coming out of theatres, yet more spending their time in restaurants or meeting on the street. Like any mega city that was a microcosm in itself, Tokyo never slept, as cliché as that insight was. People were the blood of the city, pumping and pulsing through its streets at all times. Tokyo was easy to jump into and have the time of one’s life. But it was as easy to jump into and drown in its candy coated white noise.
She had taken to the city’s pulse like a newborn to sleeping at its mother’s heart. While she did not like interacting with other people much, it was soothing to see life being lived around her. Urbanity was her natural habitat.
And Lisa watched and took all that in on her drive as she looked through the halfway steamed window at her seat, the hair on her leaning head painting scratches into the fogging. Rain had fallen shortly before and the roads still glistened with wetness, the countless surrounding neon signs painting images like melting colored glass in crystallized blues and pinks, greens and yellows onto it, fluidly illuminated mirages on slickly black tarmac, staying and washing away with the water at the same time.
Exiting the cab in Akihabara, she went through Ichiro’s side street shop, which sold old retro video gaming consoles, video players for tapes and discs that had never become popular and successful, and even old computing systems like PDP-10 mainframes and Apple 2E personal computers. It was geek heaven for electro-nostalgic people. Not that Ichiro needed the sales, but he was interested in the people that were attracted by it and chatted with them as a hobby. The place had a nice vibe to it between the old peripherals, groovy wall paint and paraphernalia of a long gone zeitgeist that looked like exercises in the application of the most original secondary color contrasts. It would have made an even nicer café.
Before she had even opened her jacket, Ichiro let his head be seen through the curtain of a backroom door, taking a look around before he stepped through.
With a military buzz cut and shy of thirty years of age he had the look of somebody that liked to work out as much as he liked to eat and lacked a bit of moderation in both. Dressed in a pair of shorts and an undershirt his bare feet let slight sucking noises escape as he traversed the shiny tiles of the floor.
His eyes showed his good mood as he turned towards Lisa. "Hoi, there you are, Liz! Took your sweet time."
He ushered Lisa with a "Dozo, dozo" through the back rooms into his place above the store. Walking the narrow and dark corridors Lisa was happy when they reached the much more bearable apartment, which had no significant furniture or decoration on its bare wooden floor and walls, but was clean and tidy, without the sense of clutter of the store below.
Leaving her shoes at the door, Lisa entered the apartment and found her way to the living room where she was beckoned to sit down while Ichiro brought two bottles of Kirin beer. Ichiro himself, in his shorts and undershirt—his formal attire—sat down opposite her and looked at Lisa as if he was trying to read her mind.
"So, you want to know who Waldorf and Statler are?" he asked in English, yet with his still discernable Japanese accent.
"Yes. And I told you why."
"You only told me it was important but not why exactly."
"You know somebody by the alias of Ishtar?"
Ichiro's eyes went up as he tried to recall the name.
"I think so," he replied after a while. "Simulations, good math skills, elegant code, very funny. By her level of secrecy and privacy I’d assume she's either popular, rich or important," he recited what he knew about that name. “What about her? Did Waldorf and Statler do something to her?"
He took big gulps from his beer.
"She was murdered. But I don't think the two had something to do with it, but rather that she contacted them. One of her last connections was to a small proxy server the two usually use as well, without much use by anybody else, and it looks like there had been a connection."
"Murdered?!"
His world view did not entail death. Death was an abstract from newspapers and action manga for him. Even during his service as technician in the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force he had not seen any fighting or killing.
"Yes. Murdered," Lisa repeated.
"Because of what she did?"
"As you guessed, she was important. She worked for the NSA, contracted with work for a defense project and somebody went all the way to get her work."
"Hmmm, I'm not sure I want to be drawn into that, woman."
"You don't have to! I’ll leave you alone with this issue afterwards. Just help me out here with that!"
"Ahhhhh, how bothersome!" he said loudly and scratched his head as he rolled onto his back. “Imagine we’d have talked on the phone!”
"If you were really that concerned about being spied on we’d be wearing tin foil hats now and post on Slashdot!"
"You'd be surprised. Where do you think US government spending of thirty billion dollar a year on secret projects goes to? That's a whole lot of antennas possible if you ask me."
"Alright, fine. Now we are here and I don't think anybody would spy on us in person just yet. You met Waldorf and Statler face to face, right?"
Ichiro nodded his round head and smiled happily as he remembered the occurrence. "And we got stupidly drunk. Back in '03 on the Blackhat Conference. Met them later at DEFCON12 and at the Chaos Communication Congress. Didn't know it was them first, but after a few beers one of them let slip being Waldorf. We talked a lot and I know a fair bit about them, yeah. That's why I'm interested in doing them no harm with telling you anything."
What he knew could get a lot of people arrested, make some rich and others poor. If a name in the scene had any weight to it, he knew it.
"They could be in danger too! What if whoever got Ishtar saw the connection logs as well and is after them that very moment? What if somebody is going through the ranks of the international hacking scene until he finds who he's looking for? Don’t be surprised if suddenly a lot of people become permanently AFK… "
"Hmmmm… warui. Bad, bad."
He ruffled his hair again and rolled over. "Ahhhh, that all sucks!" he shouted and rebounded back into sitting position. "Here's the deal: I'm going to give you two names, nothing more, and you don't mention this to me ever again. Keep it to yourself, cover your tracks, OK?"
"Sure thing."
They finished up their beer and Lisa used the opportunity to brush up on what Ichiro had been up to in recent weeks ("Not much"), how his contract work was going ("Well enough"), how his current girlfriend was doing (“Ex-girlfriend, the cheating bitch! That slut gets as much incoming traffic as a Chinese proxy server!”) and what was happening in the world of computing.
"You've been following Illion recently?" he asked her.
"A bit. They are expanding again, aren't they?"
"Absolutely. New features, more content. For all their ‘Don't be evil’ pretension, people see them as the new privacy evil on the rise after being an underdog darling for so long."
"They are trying to become a one-stop address for Internet usage it seems," Lisa said.
"More than that. They are trying to become the one-stop address for everybody to enter content and data. People wonder what they do with that data and if it's really handled confidentially.”
"So, things are a bit ambiguous?"
"Very much so. Voices whisper that something is being hatched over there. Interesting group that does many things right, but now they have to fight the adverse effects of their own secrecy. You should see the conspiracy posts at Digg once they aren’t occupied with posting HD-DVD keys or staging Apple love-fests and after you have sorted out the majority of commenters that would fail a Turing test! Digg’s signal-to-noise ratio in the comments is something usually only SETI has to deal with."
Lisa shrugged. Digg commenters would also fail the Voigt-Kampff test. Besides, conspiracy theories and business-as-usual were not her highest ranked interests right now. She had never told Ichiro, but she had her own sources as far as Illion was concerned.
"We'll see how it plays out," she said. "Thank you for the beer, but I better get back home now," she said and stood up.
With a short "Take care!" Lisa was out of the door and on her way back into the Tokyo night, a note with two names in her pocket.
Jane had observed the raid on the Hamilton house very closely. The men had gone in and had been about to capture Catherine Hamilton when Gray had crossed their way.
She knew all about Gray from her files and now she had been following him for hours.
Catherine Hamilton and Eric Gray were on the run, looking for clues to the murder of Sarah Hamilton and her research, so she would stick with Gray, but she had to report to Araneus about what had happened first.
Her moment would come.
She would get the data.
Somebody knocked at Gray's door.
"Hey, are you in?" he heard Catherine's voice. He opened the door of his motel room and saw Catherine standing in the frame, much of her former bubbly self now that they had left the most imminent danger behind.
"Hey there," she said, her doe eyes smiling at him. "Can I come in?"
"Uh, sure, I was just checking the equipment and making sure everything's in order. But, come in."
Catherine walked in and Gray could not help but follow her walk, her smooth movements, like she was not just walking, but pushing her centre of gravity smoothly through the room in a straight line with well-measured and graceful steps, as if she had been born in an Aikido dojo.
The way Catherine had turned, the way her hair had swung, even the way she smelled when she had passed him: It all eerily reminded him of Sarah, with pangs of guilt that confused him.
"Oh, by the way, this here," Catherine said and held up Gray's cell phone, "you'd nearly have forgotten it at my place. You let it fall when one of the men busted into the hallway. Thought you might want to have it back."
She put it onto the table and took seat on the bed. "So, you've come to any conclusions on who assaulted us back there?"
"I'm not sure to be honest, but I think it was a government group at least. You might get all of their equipment, from the helicopter to the MP5s, on eBay nowadays, but I don't think they could mobilize it so openly unless they had cover. The most interesting thing though would be who ordered their deployment."
"Any guesses?" Catherine asked.
"Not really. Shortly before this all started I was told that there might be a leak in our agency and someone in the NSA was behaving oddly. Matters were being looked into but nothing definite has come out of that yet."
"But why would the people open fire on civilians like us and do such a move in a suburban area?"
"Either they were cut in on some deal or they were just following orders. Who knows what the briefing looked like. For all we know we could have been described as dangerous terrorists. They live in their small little information bubbles. Not much contact to first-hand intel from their position," Gray explained. He took the chair at the desk and turned it towards Catherine before sitting down. "It's all speculation. We don't even know what they want to do with Sarah’s research. Sell it? Blackmail the government? Destroy for the fun of it?"
"Fun? Weird take on the human psyche."
"You think? I think more cities have been destroyed laughing than in tears. Think kids and sand castles. Men never outgrow this phase,” he said. “But more importantly, how are you holding up?"
"I think I had come to terms with Sarah never returning years ago. It hurts, but not as bad it could be. I guess,” she said and shifted her weight in the chair. “You?”
“I’m fine,” he lied. A capital lie. He did not know why he did it.
"And your wounds? Your left cheek is badly bruised and there, above the eye… my God, did you stitch that yourself?!” Catherine asked.
He had. “Yes. Why go to a doctor? I can fuck things up myself.”
“Did they hit you anywhere else? Let me take a look at it!" she said and got closer.
“No. Thanks, but that won't be necessary," Gray said and hastily moved to turn away.
"It's no problem. I know a bit about wound treatment." Catherine stepped in and put her finger tips gently at Gray's cheek before he could turn away, on which his ribcage grazed her side and he jerked back with a feeble groan.
"You are hurt! Show me your side!" Catherine commanded, grasped for his shirt and pulled it up. "Oh my God! Your right side is completely blue and swollen! Does it hurt?! Is anything broken?!"
His side was beaten and some parts of the swelling had turned into impressionist shades of blue and green, a painting of the sea.
"It's alright," Gray said, deciding the matter, and pulled his shirt down again. "Nothing we can do about that now anyway. Painkillers will suffice."
"Don't be stupid! We can treat it as well as possible to help the healing. No reason to be stubborn. Sit tight!"
Catherine went out and came back a few minutes later, juggling the bandages and ointment she talked the motel’s manager out of.
"Now get yourself on the bed."
"Commanded to the bed by a woman. I like that. Going to tie me up with those bandages? Kinky," Gray said, not leaving the bandages out of sight as he moved towards the bed.
"No. You wish. Now undress."
"'No', 'Yes'. What's it with you women? Make up your mind! And why don’t I get dinner and a movie first before I have to undress?! I feel cheap and used!"
Gray got rid of his shirt and laid down on the bed, where Catherine treated his skin with the ointment, rubbed it in and commanded him to turn over several times until she finally applied and secured the bandages.
Despite Gray's prior resistance, it had felt good. Her caressing hands flowing over his skin with smooth and firm movements, applying pressure here, pulling there, taking care of all the small knots and burns, cuts and swellings—the minutes of bliss had been over all too soon.
“Thank you.”
"No problem," Catherine winked at him. "After all you saved my life,” she said and sat down. “What's the plan now?"
"The plan? I think we'll get back to Washington later, after dark. Until then we can rest.”
After agreeing to have dinner together Catherine went back to take a nap and left Gray behind in his room. On his own again, he read the files and wondered about Catherine. She had taken the events surprisingly well and behaved as if this was some grand adventure, exciting and fun, but it was not. He had told Catherine that they could rest, but he knew he could not. There was too much at stake.
Araneus had taken seat in the massive stone chair in his public office. Different from his personal rooms, this office was spacious, with lots of air under the cathedrally high ceiling and room dimensions that would have allowed hosting a table of five hundred, underscored by having only the chair and the altar-like desk standing in it to drive home a room’s real luxury: space.
It was a nice room to be in when one felt cornered or did not know where to go next. It was a wide-spaced shelter of possibilities.
Jane had called earlier and told him what had happened at the Hamilton house. Like in a game, formulated strategies had to adapt to circumstances or be scrapped in favor of better ones, and he was not as concerned with what had happened as what to tell the inner circle without giving much away.
Veins would have been visible on his right arm under the coat, the fist on which his head rested a solid rock as he brooded in the dark hall.
Only the fading light of the windows allowed a guess what time it was and his thoughts grew increasingly morbid, when a serving monk came in and reported the council being in session.
Do what must be done, whatever it takes, he told himself. Do what must be done, whatever sacrifice it needs.
Looking for some wake-up activity and a few blocks away from her home, Lisa asked to be let out of the cab so she could walk the remaining distance.
It was biting cold as she exited the well-heated automobile, but with her head tucked into her hood and hands hidden it was tolerable enough when she set out on foot. Walking allowed her to take her mind of the events of the last hours and get lost in the repetitious movement while giving her mind the chance to freestyle.
There still was motoring noise to be heard in the distance and wind whistled around her as she walked below the surreal yellow lighting of the sodium streetlamps. One, and two, and one, and two, and one… , she occupied herself with skipping stones when she heard engine noises grow fast and loud, like an approaching procession.
Must have been a long wedding to go on tour now.
As they went by from behind, Lisa stood still and, from the side, only a little pink bit of her nose was seen to extend beyond her hood as she did not move. It was the cars that prompted her to keep still.
Low sprung black luxury sedans with tinted windows and huge chrome rims between pieces of a massive bodykits. Japanese VIP style cars. Yakuza's favorite.
She did not know what they were doing there, but it did not take much to disagree with their presence. It was not hard to dislike organized crime around one’s own neighborhood, so she watched them until she lost sight by taking a pedestrian shortcut that led her on a narrow path between houses and away from the road, to end some tight turns and minutes later in front of her own house.
And Lisa kept walking.
Passing by, she looked at her own house, noticing the lit windows, but did not turn her head as not to show any interest in it. Holding her breath she walked by the five black limousines that parked in front, where two men stood at the cars and smoked cigarettes with demonstrative disinterest in their surrounding, radiating cool.
Lisa resisted the urge to suspiciously tie her hood closer down, and prayed the men would not catch a glimpse of her skin. Being a gaijin with Caucasian skin and eyes would be a dead giveaway for their search profile, even if the streetlights’ yellow tinge would cover up enough of the difference for passing looks. Yet her heart beat so loud and fast, she expected at least one of the men to start flashing his car’s lights and hit the horn while the others started raving to the beat, as she went by the cars and men to the next corner up ahead. Turn, walk on until out of hearing distance and then run like hell.
"Hoi, what ya doin' there?!" one of the men shouted behind her in Japanese.
Keep walking. He might mean his companion. Just keep walking.
"Hoi, you, in the hood. C’mere for a second."
That’s bad.
Coming to a halt as to not further increase the gangster’s suspicion for the moment, the wheel of fortune in her head spun, ending up on the only viable action.
She dashed off.
Sudden screams of "Shit!", "Get the others!" and “You follow her!" behind her, she did not know how many had still been in the cars. She heard a number of steps and feet behind her and after a few meters at least four different voices were shouting after her to stop, some of them begging, pleading, others threatening, and yet others promising no trouble if she held still.
Flying over the concrete, she dashed off like a deer that had not only heard a predator step on a few twigs behind her, but snap at her neck, miss and not pay attention for a moment long enough to go for it. Lisa did not think anything good had ever come out of being taken by force by the Yakuza, so she did not think stopping was an option. As far as she knew the Yakuza had at least a weird finger cutting fetish, and she did not care for, well, first-hand experience. The other stories she had heard were gut-wrenching enough to turn even the most chocolate-loving of women into Olympic sprinters when shown interest in by Yaks. Not liking chocolate was a welcome bonus.
Lisa concentrated on her breathing, aware that stitches would be lethal without a killer joke, and risked a look back as her feet carried her on. Five Yakuza followed her and, just as she looked, one of them shouted “That clumsy bitch is going to stumble to her knees any moment!” to his companions, when he became unbalanced, made a few false steps and crashed into an assortment of trash cans. Aye. Fucking Ninja.
They aren’t shooting at me. They want me alive. Interesting, Lisa thought with more academic distance than was appropriate as the violent, tattooed gang members could grab her any second she made a mistake.
Cutting corners and jumping over fences she crossed several gardens and it looked like she gained ground, until to her surprise suddenly a hand just barely slipped off her back and tore at her clothes so she had to struggle and turn to slip away.
Shit, where did he come from?!
Too afraid to fully turn, she twisted her head enough to catch sight of her closest hunter in the corner of her eyes. There was a considerable gap between him and his brethren, and she decided to use that gap. As she jumped over a kitschy wooden lattice fence, she spun on her heel and as her follower was mid-jump—with one hand as support on the fence—kicked his wrist out from under his body in one fluid pirouette. Hanging in the air like a cartoon character for the length of a blink, he crashed down onto the wooden cross-stakes of the fence and impaled himself, with his gut spilling like the wrong kind of party bomb.
Not looking to take a protocol of his injuries Lisa finished her spin into a full turn and kept running, her feet flying evenly over the ground. She would have never thought ballet lessons would pay off sometime, even though she would have preferred to make her hunting trips with her uncle Gregory pay off and point a fucking shotgun at their followers’ faces. As good as she was at running, she was far better at shooting.
Slight drizzle whipped onto her face and pierced it with thousands of icy needles, but she did not care as long as she got away from the butchers that followed her. A lucky break provided her with three quick corners she hoped would allow her to escape for good. But it was no reason to stop running, so she did not until after a while she heard only the steps of two people somewhere in the distance behind her as it seemed like one more had given up. The houses around her became higher and gave home to more families than just one, with the streets becoming darker and narrower as the hunt went on into the next suburb. Her lungs hurt from the cold air, her mouth tasted like copper and she was freezing from the water that had completely soaked her thin sports clothing, which had become noticeably heavier with the water she was carrying now and clung to her cold skin as she heard them come closer again.
She felt she would not be able to go much longer and the gap was becoming smaller, forcing her to a first strike in the badly lit alley, where trash cans littered the road and broken furniture was scattered around randomly.
She had to make it count.
The steps of her two followers grew louder and louder, closing in, getting nearer to the entrance into the alley. They were just around the corner, went right, turned—and the face of the first one met with the dense, solid, three inch thickness of a full wooden plate Lisa had snapped off one of the broken tables that lay among the discarded furniture.
The impact pulverized the nose, broke the upper jaw and knocked its teeth out and send them flying like a handful of thrown marbles as the man was thrown to the floor by the bash, blood gushing out of his nose and bubbling its way onto the street, where it mixed with the trickle of rain water and spread like a pinkish ukiyo-e sheen over the tarmac.
Lisa’s muscles had been tense to the point of bursting as she had seen the shadows of the two men hurry on ahead, visible before they were. And then, like an explosion, she had put all her stress, all her fright and all her frustration into the swing that had knocked the man down. He was a goner. Just like the board.
Lisa pitched the pieces remaining in her hand at the standing Yakuza, who shielded himself with a grunt of annoyance and threw the pieces aground in clatter. Before Lisa could react, he grabbed her by the hair and beat his fist straight into her face. Sharp pain shot up her nose and into her brain as tears streamed from her eyes, and her mouth became numb. The moment the man let go she failed in her struggle to keep on her feet and fell to the ground, where the blackness in front of her eyes cleared only slowly while she got up on all fours. The punch had rocked her brain too hard to just blow over.
From her crouching position she looked up between the strands of wet hair that stuck to her face to see the Yakuza look very satisfied with himself as he sorted his dashing red silk tie and put the knot back into form after the running, completely ignoring the now heavily falling rain. He looked young, just at the verge of twenty, with ruffled short black hair and a jade-green dragon tattoo along his neck escaping his suit onto parts of the scarred, lower cheek.
He must have assumed the hunt was over.
And he was right.
Lisa was too weak to run, to go on.
But she was not willing to give up yet, even if she could not run. Hanging her head again she saw a wall and a metal rail from a long gone scaffold mounted on it. She considered it her last shot as the throbbing pain in her nose and head pulsed in deeper and deeper waves and darkness lurked to intrude on her view again.
The Yakuza stepped up over her and when he was about grab her by her hair again, Lisa jumped up with the last rest of her powers and jammed her head as hard as she could against the man’s chin and jaw, whose teeth clacked with a nearly whipping snap as the mouth was shut close and his head snapped back with an audibly crackling sound. But Lisa did not assume this would be enough. After all, the head and was used to being turned that way in that range. The trick was to make it turn it in a way and range it was not supposed to.
Slightly dizzied by her own attack, but a lot better off than her assailant, she grabbed his head with two hands, pressed her fingers into his eye sockets and moved towards his back, where she slung one arm around his neck. His short unconsciousness had faded and he raged and turned, but Lisa held on like in a Rodeo. She would need less than seven seconds.
When the man turned the right direction she rammed her knee into the hollow of the man’s knee, making it buckle and not carry the weight, and then swept the left leg, carrying all the weight of two bodies, from the inside back, scything it away from under them. Like a Jenga tower that had barely held its balance on the last block, Lisa and the man tilted forward and with their combined weight they fell, Lisa on the man’s back.
He tried to regain balance, to make a right step, to get Lisa off, but he failed on all accounts. A loud clonk reverberated through the air like a bronze bell striking “One” as his forehead met with the steel railing, which felt not inclined to give way. All tension left his muscles as they slid to the ground.
Lisa still held on for a few more breaths, until she was sure that he would not get up in the near future, before she let go of the man. His head was turned aside and blood spilled from a laceration on it, making its way aside the open eyes that did not focus on anything anymore, while the railing still resonated in a deep E-flat.
The man she had knocked down first whimpered in the rain and dirt he lay in, but between helping him or getting on with her escape, she chose escape.
When far enough away, she hurled herself into a cab and gave the driver a destination on the other end of town, way way off, to gain time to think. But as soon as the car set off, she whipped her phone out and it did not take long until a male voice responded to the call, “Moshi Moshi?”
“Ichiro, it’s Lisa. Get out of your house.”
From his motel room Gray logged onto the I3 computer system, which still treated him as unassigned member. The file said that Wilson and Keller, who he had seen at the water cooler the last time, had officially been assigned to the case. That was alright with Gray. He considered them competent enough agents.
But nothing helpful had entered the repository. The tests of the blood and particle samples had come back all as matching Sarah’s DNA. The analyzed computer logs showed two connections at the time of death. One of them to a node somewhere in DC, the other had not been recovered yet.
There was not much to go on for the moment. The best bet seemed to be to relocate to DC and find the known computer node. Besides that, Gray considered using the university libraries to gather data on the Brotherhood of Babylon.
While still in thoughts, the phone rang. No caller ID was given, so Gray thought about discarding it, but then took it. There’ll be no random or unimportant calls these days.
“Gray, where the hell have you been, what happened?!” he heard Baystead’s agitated voice shout into the phone, with none of the calmness from earlier days. “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours! I saw your database access now and assumed I’d catch you,” he let Gray know, the intonation a mix of urgency, irritation and anger, sounding as if the pilot of his plane had just died and he was asking the tower how to control the damn diving plane before it crashed into the upcoming mountain.
Baystead listened to Gray’s account, asked a few questions and then promised to look after the clean up at the Hamilton house, but warned Gray that there might be some blowback in form of increased police awareness in the area or even searches for his person.
“Now, for the serious matter of my calling: The situation has worsened and we are running out of air here! We got a call and they indeed identified themselves as the Brotherhood. They took responsibility for the facility entries and the killing of Dr. Hamilton,” Baystead said. “And they said they are willing to take further steps for their goals or punish us with severe repercussions should we not comply with their demands,” he said and sounded as if his plane had taken another dive.
“Did they have any demands yet?”
“No, not yet. They only informed us of their possession of the code. Now even a single computer would be enough to unleash it.”
“It would be enough, but it would be slow.” Gray asked.
“Yes. It would take a few hours. A few hours we could potentially use to secure our main lines and computers once we know what we are exactly dealing with.”
“But it would go quicker the more computers they had at their disposal in different subnets to start it from?”
“Our experts think so,” Baystead said.
“And the better their launch points, the less time we have when… the stars come falling down.” He had wanted to say “when the shit hits the fan”, but had reconsidered with Baystead on the line.
“Exactly, and that’s why it’s so important that we either keep them from doing that or that we get the code itself and after sampling it could create countermeasures.”
“How many people are informed of what’s really going on at this point?” Gray asked.
“Trailblazer, Angler, some in the cement mixer, you, me. They don’t want to cause panic unless absolutely necessary, so they don’t think anymore people need to know about it. No other agent, fearing leaks.”
“I don’t think that’s really the best-“
“They don’t care what you think.”
Why do people constantly cut me off? The next one gets a bloody nose.
“What am I supposed to do then?” Gray asked.
“Stay where you are. Our experts are tracing the network connections to Hamilton’s computer. Come to DC first thing in the morning. We should have the second connection figured out then,” Baystead gave the order before they finished their talk.
It had grown late and Gray should have gotten ready for dinner already, but did not get up immediately. Catherine made him increasingly nervous, because he was not sure whether he should feel as excited as he did. He was confused, tugged at from a handful of different angles and desires as he sat on his chair and stared at the clock.
He wanted Sarah back.
And he wanted to maker her killer pay—the biblical, the old-testamentary way.
Jane observed Gray’s door and window from afar through binoculars, on the other side of the road and covered by trees. Her orders were simple. She was supposed to follow Gray as closely as possible and report on his actions. And when the time came, and ordered by Araneus, she would strike. Until then she would lay low and keep watching him, like she did now, observing him in the Motel. She had followed him here, knew where he stayed and what he had done throughout the day.
He won’t get away. Oh no, he won’t.
I’ll make sure of that.
Araneus paced back and forth, like a trapped animal in too small a cage, as his thoughts went oval, perpetually turning left.
He felt like things were slowly sliding out of control and he could do nothing about it. Displeased with himself and the world he took seat in his soft desk chair and propped his elbows onto the table to rest his head on.
Jane had reported in and was still tailing Gray, their best bet to get hold of Epiphany.
But somebody from Japan had started to interfere and they had only caught it by pure luck. He had been forced to trade in favors with an Oyabun in Tokyo, a boss of a gang arm, and then had been forced to threaten the Oyabun into further action.
The Yakuza had gone for whoever had been interfering, but the troublemaker had slipped their otherwise so iron-fisted grasp and left two gang members dead. The dragon had gotten a rough beating onto its nose. They had a second clue, a person the target had contacted earlier, and now worked to secure him.
It gave Araneus at least some hope, because the meeting with the inner circle had been a catastrophe. A slow-moving, deceptively starting catastrophe, like an avalanche. The talks had dragged on due to the defensive and negative mood and everybody had expected results instead of apologies and delays, which had been all Araneus had been able to offer, afraid of losing his grip over them.
He needed results, and he needed them fast.
When Jane picked up his call, he had a single message for her.
“You have to step things up. Hit him where it hurts.”
Gray put his menu aside and looked around the small Italian restaurant, with its soft wall lights and amply cushioned seats at tidily draped tables, while Catherine kept studying her options.
The restaurant was a warm assembly of aged cherry wood and soft tanned leather with a slight note of freshly baked bread hanging in the air, completely opposite from the obnoxiously smelling diners that seemed to be all over the place, whose main qualities were to be cheap and loveless.
Nobody would find them or disturb them there. A quiet, little place all for themselves.
Gray threw occasional looks to Catherine, and it nearly pained him as he looked at the skin of her face, wandered from her cheeks over her fine nose to the expressive brown eyes that seemed to belong to somebody far older than her in all their depth and sheer intensity. The eyes of somebody that had seen a lot and had come out on the other side.
He could not get enough of looking at her. It was a face he had seen so often while falling asleep and so often when waking. Whenever she told him something and he was not actually listening, but just staring at her, it was definitely her fault, Gray decided. In her presence he felt like a caveman tamed by the female at his side, men being no match for womanly intrigue and control.
And her uncanny resemblance to Sarah did not help matters at all. It pushed buttons within Gray that responded well and from memory.
But it was a generally relaxed atmosphere and as they bantered and talked much of the stress, worry and pain of the recent hours lessened and were forgotten for a while.
“You sure, you don’t want a meal with meat?!” Gray asked again. He could not wrap his head around the fact that Catherine wanted a vegetarian dish.
“I’m sure. And, please, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not really interested in discussing that either, OK?”
“I guess?”
“But rest assured, if it meant my survival, I wouldn’t hesitate to be the first one to munch on human flesh. I’ll be happily gnawing away somebody’s thigh and loudly exclaim ‘I can’t believe it’s not chicken!’ with a full mouth. So, watch your thighs!”
“What a sensible girl you are.”
“You better believe it. After all, if we eat the flesh of Jesus Christ in Catholic mass, why can’t we eat the flesh of lesser men? Well, somebody even once tried convincing me by telling me that the ancient Romans did not consider one a man until he had eaten meat,” Catherine recalled with a sneer.
“And the Roman idea of a good time was the prenuptial fucking of little boys, holding slaves and the subjugation of three continents. Theirs must have been truly the pinnacle of enlightened societies,” Gray said.
“Yes, I think they deserved their claim to rule the world. Besides, the guy that told me this, was such an asshole, his name should be an insult in at least seven languages. Just like that one retarded feminist in college, who protested against Lego blocks as being sexist, chauvinistic and teaching male-dominated penetration to young children. Which makes absolutely no sense. It’d be more like teaching gay daisy-chaining actually.”
“Making no sense? I know that kind. There was this guy I know, who was so pro-life, he demanded the death penalty for abortion,” Gray said before abruptly changing the topic. “So, talking about college, what have you done in the past years?” he asked. “I only knew of you that you had been sent to yet another private school and then I lost track. You’ve been so different back then. What happened?”
“What happens to every pubescent girl. I eventually grew up. After graduation I went to Europe for a few years, traveled there, studied sports and English literature to eventually become a teacher. I met a lot of new people that changed my life. I’d been so selfish and stupid back when you knew me, it’s embarrassing.”
“Hm. You liked Europe?”
“A lot! But my roots where here, so I came back. I haven’t taken up teaching though, but work from home as editor for a small book publisher in Chicago.”
“The job sounds nice enough.”
“It is. And it allows me to spend much time at home. I haven’t been out much recently, as there are no co-workers or friends of old to drag me out into life much,” Catherine admitted with a shy smile. “But that hasn’t really been one of my main priorities for a while.”
“Sounds settled. As long as you are satisfied, I guess we should be happy for you.”
“Thanks. I guess, I’m alright now. But I’m also wondering whether I shouldn’t get out more and enjoy life. I have never realized that it could be over quickly. I mean, we all know that we are going to die, eventually, but nobody ever really lives like it.”
“Guess we’d be better off if we kept in mind that Death’s always riding shotgun and waiting for his break.”
“Maybe,” Catherine shrugged. “So what have you been up to? Last time I saw seen you were just another stupid frat boy trying to get into my sister’s pants.”
“Ouch… Besides, you are doing me injustice. I liked having fun and I was quite happy in those days, but I was no frat boy.”
“’Was’ happy? You aren’t now?”
Their eyes locked, Catherine’s with expectancy, Gray’s with observation, like cobra and mongoose, until Catherine looked aside.
“So, what happened to you after Sarah disappeared?” she asked.
“A lot. Lost track, screwed up a lot. Was down in the dumps.”
“You were studying law back then, right?”
“I was. But not for long afterwards. After my first desolation, anger and cynicism, a wanton lust for destruction kicked in and I grew more and more disillusioned with what I was doing. I learned to hate law studies. Especially nonsense like land property law.”
“And now you are working for a government agency and protecting the legal system, comrade?!”
“No, I protect people. I’m not interested in upholding property laws. I couldn’t care less if I had to bomb somebody’s empty house to save a life. But, after law school, I dabbled. Philosophy, anthropology, computer sciences, math, literature and sociology for one or two terms each. A kind of studium generale. On my parents’ money I suddenly looked for more answers and reasons to life than just getting a job and ending in suburbia with two and a half kids, a dog, SUV and a wife that married me as provider. Suddenly I didn’t want to be at a point in my life of barely twenty years where I‘d hit the fast-forward button in any movie to see whether there was anything exciting to catch at the end. I would have loved that life before, but suddenly it seemed insufferable.”
“Sounds miserable,” Catherine said and slowly sipped from her glass, licking the water off her lips. “Did you end up with any answers?”
“No. On the contrary, I ended up in the army. Don’t ask. I don’t know why exactly either. Something must have short-circuited in me, but it seemed really attractive and quite romantic at the time. Found it to be a regulated life with clearly defined tasks, and while it didn’t provide a solution to my problem, a solution to being me, it helped me get back in order.”
“And then you somehow ended up in this agency deal.”
Gray nodded. “I knew Tom Rue as supervisor from a handful of missions and when he was called into position at this new agency, he was allowed to provide a list of people he wanted to bring along.”
“You were one of those,” Lisa pointed out.
“Yeah, I wound up on that list, although he actually hinted that Baystead really wanted me aboard in the first place, immediately bumping me from the replacements list into active duty . And the job sounded interesting enough, so I signed up. And that’s where I am now,” Gray said and then told Catherine more about the worm code and about the breakdown that threatened them, eager to get away from talking about his past. “Everything would break down without communications: No TV, no radio, no phone. Police, military, transport by train and plane. Weeks without electricity, which means no heating, no cooking, no power in hospitals, no operations, no working jails. A software EMP that blows us right into the stone age again, just with more people around to panic, because we actually don’t know how to live that way.”
“But it’s a computer worm. It could go global, couldn’t it?”
“Theoretically it could. Practically it probably will. Imagine the body count.”
“Then, why are we just sitting here twiddling our thumbs? Shouldn’t we, or at least you, be doing something?” she asked.
“Oh, but I am: I’m keeping you safe until our tracks are covered and the search party isn’t as hot anymore. We’ll head to DC first thing tomorrow. Stay here and kill time is the best we can do right now. In the mean time we can rack our heads why they were after you. I don’t see an immediate reason, or anything you could offer them,” he wondered and sunk into silent musing.
“So, about that Brotherhood of Babylon,” Catherine continued, “is there anything more known about them?”
“Only little,” Gray replied between forks of his steak. “Secret society with supposed roots in Babylon and the famous Tower. The tower is a symbol of their motivation: A human artifact to rival the highest given authority—by getting onto the same level. You know the tale of the tower of Babylon?”
“The trailer blurb. Ancient people come together to build a tower to reach heaven and rival God. Of course the Almighty doesn’t like that and smites them.”
“Pretty much,” Gray agreed. “What the different transcriptions disagree upon is how the Tower was destroyed. Some say it fell into ruin out of negligence, some say it collapsed, some say God destroyed it with a wind he summoned.”
“And the builders or their descendants are still out for vengeance, looking to wipe out governments and nations by blowing all our electronic equipment to virtual pieces in return?”
“Yes. They don’t believe in God, so for them next highest authority to level is the state, which they try to level. As I said: boys and sand castles. But things aren’t lost yet. We just have to get them before they get us. And this means-” Gray continued, but was cut short by his ringing phone. “Excuse me,” he said and got up to head for the rest rooms, having wanted to wash his hands for a while now anyway after some salad sauce had found its way onto his fingers. Puzzled, he looked at the display as the country code, 81, was unknown to him and stopped in the anteroom of the rest rooms.
“Yes?” he answered after accepting the call.
“Mister… Gray?” he heard the hesitant, asking voice of a woman.
“Who wants to know and why?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, please don’t hang up, it’s urgent! My name is Lisa Ames. It’s about Sarah-”
“How do you know about Sarah and who are you exactly?!” Gray interrupted her. Why does she know about Sarah as Sarah?
“Please, listen to me! I don’t know how much time I have!” she urged Gray. “I’ve been a friend of Sarah’s and have nearly witnessed her death and have been following up on clues to it the past day. I know who she was, and I know who you are and who you were to her. You have to trust me!”
“I don’t. But go on if you have something else to say.”
She sounded disappointed as she spoke on, but tried nonetheless. “You have to believe me! Sarah told me a lot about herself and you! It’s-”
“Prove it.”
“Oh my god, do I really have to?” There was a slight pause. “There were zwei peanuts walking down the Straße, und one was assaulted. Peanut.”
A wide grin stole onto Gray’s face. Even now he could not help it. It was the Monty Python line he had told Sarah when they had first met at the college party. Smooth move. A bit of information somebody was unlikely to stumble over by chance and it curbed Gray’s distrust when Lisa went on to explain her situation.
“From the traces you have left I’ve seen that you checked her computer system after her death and uncovered two connections that have been made,” Lisa continued. “I was able to follow one connection to-
“Washington, DC.”
“Right. And I know the men behind that connection.”
“I’m all ears, Miss Ames.”
“Have you ever heard of a hacker duo by the name of Waldorf and Statler?”
“No. Is that a joke?”
“Absolutely not,” Lisa assured him. “It’s serious. Very serious. The names of the hackers in real life are John Mears and William Reilly. I don’t know how they are linked to this and what they did, but they are the ones that connected to Sarah’s computer right before her death.”
“Why did you contact me?”
“While following up on her death I found your name in the investigation files. I thought you would be the one most likely to accept outside help.”
Gray did not completely buy it yet.
“Lisa Ames, was it?” he asked. “Can I call you back under the current number if I’ve got any questions?”
“Yes and of course.”
“Where are you calling from? Weird number.”
“Japan.”
Odd indeed.
They hung up and she would wait for Gray to call back, so he quickly washed his hands in the rest room and headed back. As he turned and looked towards the table, expecting Catherine to flash a smile at him, he nearly tripped over another table. Her seat was empty.
Panic.
He looked around, but could not see her anywhere. Thinking back to the rest room, he was sure he would have heard her go by. Anxiously, he walked the extents of the restaurant, his head jerking from side to side as he tried to spot her, but even the waiter had not seen her leave. She was gone.
At their table, her fork still had a piece of food on it and her glass of water stood in a small puddle, but Gray could not tell whether she had been forced, rushed out, or had just been rough-handed while dining.
Desperation took hold of him as he ran out of options and went outside to look for her. It was already dark and freezing, made even cooler by the wind, howling around the building and parking lot.
She stood a few meters away from the door, looking lost and staring at the sky, the light coming out of the door barely reaching her feet.
“Hey, what are you doing there? I’ve been looking for you!” he said as he approached.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t want to scare you,” Catherine said and turned around. She dropped the cigarette she had been holding and ground it under her heel. “It’s a foolish habit, I know. I should quit,” she smiled weakly and the moon light, caught in her ruby earrings, shimmered in carmine streaks through the night as she tipped her head.
“Oh, well. Let’s head in again,” he said, relieved that nothing had happened to her as he put his arm around her and told her of the call.
“You think you can trust her?” Catherine asked.
“I don’t know. She seemed sincere, gave away her number and name, and she knew about Sarah, about me and even the investigation. But so does the other side probably.”
“Gift horse, mouth, something, something. You know what they say about gift horses?”
“To leave them outside the city walls and never unattended? We should ask the Trojans, experts on that topic. And frankly, I’m averse to their brand of risk management.”
“You are going to check the two names she gave you?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow.”
The rest of the evening passed quickly as they talked, drifting wildly off topic in laughter, and entertained and distracted each other, leaving the horror and tension of the day largely behind and washing off the anxiety. Gray enjoyed it more than he had expected, and wished the evening would go on and on, spending much of the time looking at Catherine, following her movements, studying her face, his eyes tracing her shapes and lines—and teasing her until they were the last ones to leave the restaurant when the owner wanted to close.
At the motel, as they walked up to their rooms, in the weak and pale gloom of a sickle moon, Catherine hooked in under Gray’s arm and their steps became slower the closer they came to their doors.
“It was a lovely evening. I can’t recall when I felt that well the last time. Thank you,” Catherine said and pressed her soft, warm lips slowly, very slowly, on Gray’s cheek, before breaking away and looking one last time into his eyes, her own brown ones reflecting the moon like golden discs, her scent lingering on and leading to her like a luring trail.
“Thank you,” she breathed again, grabbed the handle of her door and disappeared into the darkness of the room with the door closing behind her.
Gray stood transfixed. A blow to the head could not have knocked the sense out of him more than that.
He was confused. And petrified. And excited. And terrified. And hopeful. All at once.
As he let his arms sink and looked towards his own door, he heard noises at Catherine’s, just before it opened again. Catherine stood in the gap she had opened, one half covered by the door, her slender arm draped over its outside.
“How about some coffee?”
Gray was about to close the car’s hood when he saw Catherine come out of her motel room in the corner of his eye.
It was a bright morning and in moments of calm the sun managed to warm the skin and dip everything into its caressing light, at times intense enough to warrant the sunglasses Gray wore.
He had checked the oil and water before the trip to DC, not because it had really needed doing, but because he had woken up early and had not managed to get back to sleep, all pins and needles, churned up inside and eager to move.
“Hey,” Catherine said and smiled as she came closer.
“Hey,” Gray replied, a bit uneasy. “Slept well?”
“Well enough, just too short.”
“We’ve got quite a day ahead. The phone call yesterday helped us avoid footwork, but I don’t think things will be easy. You feel ready for that? Perhaps it’d be safer for you to stay here,” Gray said.
“I’m ready. I’m not going to catch any bullets, I hope, so I think I’ll tag along.”
Sunlight was caught in Catherine’s blond hair and flew over it in reddish waves and contrasts as she turned and looked to the road, wrapping her arms around herself and standing against the wind that pushed at her.
After packing and getting supplies for the road they turned onto the highway and were on their way. The first hour of the drive was spent quietly as Gray concentrated on traffic and eventual followers and Catherine slept before getting her laptop out and delving into research.
As they rumbled along and pulled away the road under their tires, the computer hummed and clicked away under Catherine’s quick fingers.
“Want to hear the little information I could find about the Brotherhood of Babylon?” she asked.
“They revolutionized the home-growing of weed, mon, and their next album is due next month?”
“Not quite. There isn’t a lot to be found, as we already knew yesterday. They trace their line through all kinds of religions and societies that somehow can be connected to the images of building or constructing something. Egyptian and then Greek mathematicians, then Christianity, Christ was a carpenter after all. Then the Knights Templar, whose downfall they eventually plotted.”
Gray swerved through the traffic, keeping them on their course to DC. He rarely looked over to Catherine while driving, even if he would have wanted to do so more often.
“And this brings us to their next host,” Catherine carried on, “the Freemasons. Pretty clear reference: Masons, free, nothing to add really. They ride on their shoulders into the modern age where their track is again lost, except for a few mentions of their name in regard to their initial origin and that they are mostly composed of scientists. Not only mathematicians and architects anymore, but any science, although it seems that they kept a liking for construction and creation according to some conspiracy theorists, so molecular biology, computer sciences, synthetic chemistry and so on.”
“And their next big thing is bringing down the modern world as we know it, destroying governmental power with one big sweep.”
“Yes,” Catherine said.
“Sounds like a boy’s prank gone wrong. Couldn’t they just have joined the boy scouts and live out their sense of adventure there?! Or read Lord of the Flies?”
“Sadly not. And now we have nutcases that trace their history back about six thousand years and feel obligated by their inheritance.”
“Bollocks,” Gray voiced his real thoughts on it.
“It probably is. Much of this sounds creatively retrofitted to what happened in history to make up some nice story,” Catherine agreed and scrolled through her documents, peering down onto the screen through her frameless reading glasses.
“Beyond this historical paintjob, that is as spotty and holey as a two-dollar-whore’s knickers, there are some people that either want total anarchy or money or power, so we screw all that historical revenge crap. No organization is ever older than its members, and this secret society shit is just a muddled fucking mess that mixes everything up from all directions and doesn’t make any sense. So we go for the one group with the best chance at the most possible money and power. Business as usual. Cui bono?”
Gray’s mind went back to the road. He was not sure, but he felt they were being tailed. There was no suspicious car yet, but the picture in his rear view mirror felt odd, without being able to lay a finger on it. Avoiding traffic and observing the other cars, Gray was soon lost in his task until Catherine started talking again.
“Wow,” she said. “Waldorf and Statler, ex-Alumni of the MIT and ex-members of Washington U won the ‘Underhanded C Contest’ twice in a row. Last year and the year before!”
“Underhanded C Contest?”
“’C’, the programming language. And ‘Underhanded’ meaning hidden malicious computer code in perfectly harmless looking code, like hiding virus code in a word processor.”
“Brilliant,” Gray said. “Just what we needed. Did they perhaps also author papers on viral coding?”
More flying fingers, more key clacking.
“In fact, they did. On virus and worm programming. And not just a few, but loads of them. But I don’t know if it’s relevant. They have papers on every fringe area of computing. Think of something obscure you would expect in science-fiction and they probably already have written a handful of papers on it. In ’79.”
“Then we know who to look for,” Gray established.
“Not literally. There are no pictures of them, anywhere. But, it says they have been hired recently. By Illion.”
Gray nearly braked and caused an accident in surprise.
“The worm code, the spreading rate, the underhanded coding! Started from their site the worm would have millions of computers to launch from! There’d be no time for quarantining it! They are in the perfect position for such a stunt!” he said. “Millions, if not billions of people use it!”
Catherine clicked on the “Home” button in her browser window. Illion’s site came up. “Point proven,” she said. “And we are heading in the perfectly right direction.”
“How come?” Gray asked. He would have expected Silicon Valley, on the other side of the continent to be the right direction.
“There is a conference going on about the neutrality and nationality of the Internet-“ Catherine said, but was interrupted.
“And the CEO is in DC for that? What’s his name again?”
“Ragnar. Greg Ragnar, the founder of Illion.”
“Ragnar is supposed to attend?”
“He is supposed to speak tomorrow.” Catherine concentrated on the screen again, scrolling down on a page. “He has a house in DC. Upper class, but still kind of modest. Seems he’s in DC quite often. Not a lobbyist per se, but remotely dabbles in politics.”
“I think we should pay him a visit,” Gray said.
“You think he has his little software bomb in a case with him?”
“Absolutely. He’s not going to leave it lying around or have it on company servers just yet where somebody could stumble over it. And I don’t assume he has got a secret bat cave to hide his second personality, so I would bet he has the worm with him at all times,” Gray said.
“Can’t we simply barge in and take him like that?”
“We could, if time was really pressing, but I have twelve hours left to snoop around his house and look for evidence and leverage while Baystead will set people on his trail.”
Catherine nodded. “I could imagine the worm’s release being triggered remotely if somebody gets to close to him or if he does not stay in touch with a third person. A kind of dead man’s handle,” she said. “And I can’t imagine there being no backups anywhere for that purpose.”
“All the more reason to scout the scene first and take away whatever we can before we set off a trap.”
Gray decided to get Ragnar and put a few thumbscrews on him. He would not get away.
Lisa rapped her knuckles on the table as her eyes wandered over the dawning skyline of Tokyo, its blocky outline painted against the rosy layers of the slowly saturating sky.
After her short talk to Gray, as the cab had driven her through Tokyo, she had decided to check into the Park Hotel, which was as stylish and elegant as an Italian suit and as clean and sober as German engineering, arranged with the Japanese touch for form so perfect, function followed it willingly and with an open wallet, saying “Yes, dear.” Most importantly, they were used to protecting customer privacy and big enough to not have people stumble into her by accident.
She was lodged in a comfortable two-room apartment, forty stories high above ground, and watched Tokyo as it awakened, the lights in millions of windows fading out and the sun coming up, first brightening the sky and then finally breaking the horizon.
There had been no sign of Ichiro for hours now after she had told him to immediately leave his house and roam through populated areas of Tokyo while she thought of something. He had started arguing and Lisa had seen no better choice than to repeat her instructions as forcefully as possible and hang up on him.
After reaching the hotel she had tried calling him again, but there had been nobody to pick up. The short message had went as unanswered. Three hours of watching the city, not coming alive, as it was never dead or really asleep, but quickening its heartbeat and stretching its limbs to start moving, had went by and nothing had happened and nobody had come.
Lisa was afraid. Her world had fallen apart once again and she had been driven from her second home, this time not by choice, but by force. There were no safe zones. It was no nice adventure at her computer anymore. It was bloody, it was deadly, and above all it was real—and she was in the midst of it, the cut on the left cheek reminded her.
At first she had thought to require some industrial-strength barbiturate to come to rest, something marvelously unregulated by substance control legislation: Bob Ross tapes. But despite the TV programming’s lack of happy little trees and friendly little stones, the shakes had come to a halt as the quiet and simple room had calmed her while sat in front of the panoramic window, knees drawn to her chin and arms wrapped around, occasionally putting her flat hand against the cool window and letting the chill soak in.
She had thought about her past again, about her being alone and having so few friends left. And the answer to that had again been an exercise in obviousness. It was the money.
It was not that she had changed, or that her friends had changed, but that her life had changed. Applied social constructivism. Life painted them in a different light and they all got colors different from before.
At first she had tried to share her wealth, but after a few weeks she had noticed how her friends had not really wanted the gifts and never used them. Not even the cars. They had been intimidated and alienated by what she had given them, unable to ever return the favors and reminded of the disparity.
And the people Lisa wanted to spend her time with and travel around the world with had to work and care for their chores, which Lisa had not. She had offered them to pay for their expenses, allowing them to quit their jobs for good, but that had turned out to be very naïve. None of them had wanted it and only later had she realized how much her friends’ identities depended on work and independence from the people they had as friends. It would have never worked. Her friends had wanted no part in her wealth. But Lisa had wanted her new lifestyle, had wanted the new opportunities. It had forced her to decide between her friends and a life of freedom, and after a while it had been an easy choice, as she and her friends had shared less and less of their lives and concerns, losing common ground between them until her former friends had treated her like a stranger they could not relate to.
Her grandmother had told her that keeping friendships was like life-saving: always drifting down and away, you needed to work to keep them close. Some drift quicker, some are heavier to pull back, some do not want to be saved. And mostly it was impossible to save more than two or three. At some point one had to decide which to save, and which to leave alone.
She had made her choice. After her parents, she had chosen to cut herself off for good from her former friends.
She had let go a second time.
And now she sat in this hotel room in Tokyo, alone and on the run from the Yakuza and looking for Sarah’s killer.
But worries about Ichiro had come in the meantime. Worries that the Yakuza had come after him and either taken him away or gutted him on the spot, because there had been no sign of him for so long now.
Her message had told him to meet her at the Park Hotel and Lisa had written it in the assumption that Ichiro would take notice and follow it, but now she could not help but worry that the information might have reached the Yakuza instead.
What a stupid, stupid mistake.
And none of these worries had seen any ease while the world around her had turned from grainy black and white into fully featured, sharp color.
A loud banging on her door knocked her awake.
“Nan desu ka?!” Lisa shouted through the room. What is it?!
She walked closer to take a look through the spy hole.
“Room service,” the voice behind the three inches of wood replied before she reached it.
A deep, male voice.
Bad news.
It could not be room service. Lisa had not ordered anything and she knew for a fact that the Park Hotel did not send its employees knocking on doors. First, there were demure calls, followed by cards and notices shoved under the door before they confronted any guests of their house with the possibly embarrassing immediacy of personal contact. Something was wrong. Lisa held her step and her head went around, looking for ways to escape or things to utilize as weapon. I should not have responded before checking the door viewer. Another stupid mistake.
But her nerves had been blank, and her mind irritated and half asleep, so she had not thought of that. Out of options she sneaked to the door and with air held burning peaked through.
What she saw was nothing she had expected.
Ichiro stood in front of the door, grimacing at her and having fun twisting his mouth and nose as he switched through a series of stupid grimaces.
He still thinks it’s a joke!
Lisa tore the door open and pulled Ichiro into the room by his collar and threw the door shut again behind him.
“Do you think I was kidding?!” she asked harshly, her voice trembling like she did not know whether to scream or cry and like she was about to break under the absurdity of the situation.
“I-, I’m sorry, Lisa. God, what happened?!” he asked surprised, the goofiness gone like dust washed off in a rainstorm as he brushed over the bruises on her face with the tips of his fingers. They stood in the middle of the room, the rising sun painting the situation as still life as Ichiro’s eyes went over Lisa’s face, tracing the marks of the night. His brows were drawn close, serious.
He let his hand fall.
“I’m really sorry, Liz. I underestimated things.” He looked at her.
“It’s okay, it’s… Just sit down,” Lisa said and took seat at the table at the window again herself, the rising sun and dawning sky with its red hue framing her, ”I guess it is kind of hard to believe and I’m pretty edgy right now.”
A pause.
“I’m in trouble,” she said.
“No shit, judging by the blood that has run,” Ichiro said. “I have goose bumps a car could wreck its dampers on!”
“And I thought they had gotten to you too as you took so long to come here. What happened?”
“After you called I left, but because I had wanted to check out some local hardware prices and visit some friends in their club. I really didn’t think anything serious was up. Guess I would have dressed better then.”
He was still wearing shorts, a sleeveless shirt and flip-flops, looking like a Hawaii tourist. The mattress of the bed sagged as he sat down, ruffling his hair. “And you think they are after me now, too?”
“Think? I know!” Lisa turned the notebook computer the hotel had provided her with on the bedside table around. “Take a look at this!”
Curious, Ichiro rolled over the bed and looked at the screen.
“That’s the webcam from the building opposite my shop!” he recognized the picture.
“Right. It went online as the shop opened a few minutes ago. Look closer.”
The lower left of the screen showed the road and five black limousines lined up in front of the shop’s entrance. VIP style limousines.
“Those look like the ones that visited me. Similar, perhaps the same. In any case, I don’t think they were going to your place to ask for directions or a cup of tea.”
“Woman, what did you drag me into?!” Ichiro howled annoyed and rolled back onto the bed. “What do they think I offer? 7-finger-writing courses for failing Yakuza? That sucks! Not what I needed! Bad business, those guys.”
“Stop whining.”
“So what exactly happened at your place?”
Lisa told him the story in short words and described her fight.
“Japanese gangsters beaten up by a little white girl. Ridiculous state of criminal affairs here. Well, so, what do we do now?” Ichiro asked.
“Wait.”
“Wait? Well, you know, if the world’s going down and there are only a few hours left, there are better things we could do,” he said, and while sitting, softly bounced on the bed, oscillating its springs and giving her a cheesy smile. “Just kidding,” he said and stopped before Lisa could react.
“Pray tell, what does it take for you to grow up, Ichiro?” Lisa looked as pleased and humored as if she had just cut herself shaving. As far as Ichiro was concerned, it was just two very specific patches of skin rubbing against each other. Big deal.
“Hmmmm. I don’t know,” he shrugged. “Dead parents? Turn thirty? I’m not sure, but it’d have to be something like that.” His answer did not seem to affect him, even when he saw the short expression of shock fly over Lisa’s face and wondered what she found so gruesome about turning thirty. “But more importantly, what do we do now? Any plans?”
“I’ve ordered some portable computers to our room. Well, rooms. The next one,” she pointed at the wall behind her, ”is ours too. We’ll investigate from here and keep tabs on the situation. It seems things are brewing in the United States, where I was following up on Sarah’s death.”
“And why should I do that? I have work to do, a life to live. I mean, I’d love to spend the next eighty years or so until I die next to you, but I seriously can’t see myself living in a hotel room for the rest of my life.”
“Oh, shut up. Of course this is going to be over some time. Probably only a few days until things have cleared or died down. Until then I’m going to pay you if you really need it. Set your highest rate and shut up!”
“Well, you’d better!” Ichiro snapped, not completely serious. “Still, this is some serious shit,” he said.
“You’ve got some connections left from your days in the Naval Force, haven’t you? In case we need some more substantial backup.”
Ichiro nodded. He thought about the situation and what steps might be needed. “Yes, some of them run private security outfits now.”
With silence looming over their speechless realizations, they suddenly heard a knock. More knocking. Somebody was at the door again.
“Dare desu ka?!” Who is it?! Lisa distractedly asked through the door as before.
“Room service,” they heard a heavily accented Japanese voice say. The moment Lisa made a step towards the door, Ichiro grabbed her by the wrist and kept her from moving.
“Are you stupid?” he whispered. “Japanese room service doesn’t go knocking on doors,” he hissed quietly at her as he got her attention, staring at her.
He’s right, she recognized. I know that!
She had known minutes ago but had let guard down, her lack of sleep making her slip again now that Ichiro was there.
“Hello? Room service. Hello?” they heard the voice again, louder this time and knocking more. Lisa and Ichiro both held still. Perhaps they would just go away.
Then somebody shook and rattled the door handle and whole door. “Hoi, open the door!!!” the Japanese voice shouted and more voices talking about something were to be heard as somebody began to throw himself repeatedly against the door with loud bangs.
“They won’t go away. And it’s not room service, even if Japanese service might occasionally go beyond the call of duty,” Ichiro whispered to Lisa.
“I know. What are we going to do?!”
Gray looked back through his mirrors more often than traffic would necessitate. He was uneasy and could not shake the feeling that somebody was following him. Anxiety was their third passenger now, riding along and as annoying as a pack of backseat dogs on a summer trip.
“Is something wrong?” Catherine asked.
Still looking into the rear view mirror, Gray answered, “I feel like I’m being followed.” Before Catherine could shift in her seat, he quickly added, “But don’t turn around! It wouldn’t help at all.”
When he went on and explained his plans to get a hotel near downtown DC and hide her there while he would check out Ragnar’s house, Catherine protested and demanded to be taken along.
“Listen, Catherine. This is not an adventure. This isn’t fun or exciting. The bullets are real. The dead men are real. So unless you want to make intimate contact with the former and end up in a group with the latter, I suggest we drop this right now and you just do as I say.”
“But-“
“No ‘But’! Because I don’t want to end up dead either, and I’m not going to take you into a situation that could turn ugly the medical way.” Besides, in an operational way, you are dead weight.
“What would you do if I just decided to follow you anyway? You aren’t my dad.”
Drug you and tie you up so you’d spend the next twenty hours sleeping.
“Give you some warm milk and honey,” Gray said.
“What?!”
“Never mind.”
Catherine crossed her arms and made a point out of gazing through her side window and not talking to Gray until they reached DC. He did not like it, but was more than willing to pay the bad mood as price for having Catherine stay quiet and safe.
The day had grown dim and smelled of stale city air when they checked into the hotel at the end of their drive in DC, with remarkably little activity around—as if everybody hid at home, trying to dodge the storm that was about to come.
Gray hurried to get their belongings into the cozy, small hall of the hotel, warm and sheltered from the chilling torrents outside, and when he had hauled the cases upstairs into their room Catherine sat on the bed and still sulked. Looked at Gray and sulked.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “You are not a little child and I’m not your dad to be blackmailed and guilt-tripped, so stop frowning!”
“Yeah. Right. I got it. I’ll just stay here and do my work. Fine. Keep me updated at least so I don’t finally die of boredom after all.”
The resentment in her voice disagreed with her lip service, but Gray did not care and left her on her own, satisfied that she would be safe as he got into the car and took off for Ragnar’s house.
After navigating the city, near his destination in the suburbs, he plowed through the swaths of snow at speeds that would have ashamed any geriatric walker. With masses of ice crystals breaking beneath his tires he rolled by house number twenty-three, Ragnar’s house. No people were around and only a few cars parked aside, so Gray was sure to not attract much attention. Creeping past, he observed the freshly painted two-storied house with the large entrance door and spacious glass integrations that looked modern without screaming obscene luxury. More importantly though to Gray, the driveway was empty and there was no car parked in front.
Nobody’s at home. Brilliant.
He pulled the car off the road and walked towards the nearest house. The rusty iron gate to the back garden creaked like a 19th century rollercoaster, last oiled when the US and Spain had still been at war, and from the yard jumped over the hedges that separated him from Ragnar’s house, careful to not be seen by anyone. The target house seemed lifeless and quiet, the way it had been as he had driven by minutes ago.
His electronics scanner, a device most likely having been invented by a geeky scientist to spy on and stalk hot neighbors (like 90% of all inventions), did not find any alarm devices rigged to the house, windows or phone lines. It was decidedly low-tech.
Just have to crack a window at worst. But saving him even this trouble he found the backdoor unlocked.
Carefully avoiding to leave traces, Gray immediately headed for the second floor on the slightly creaky staircase, where the scan had revealed a computer and the office would likely be. He pushed the door into the room open and stepped into what looked like a small library. Except for the windowed one, all walls were covered with book shelves, floor to ceiling, packed and overflowing with tomes of all colors and sizes, shelf boards bending under their loads, more books crammed on top of others and a few stacks neatly built up in front of the shelves.
Gray gave them a quick glance on his way to the desk, wondering what a busy, and probably single-minded, businessman like Ragnar was reading, and found books on a whole range of topics, creating a massive body of theory in this room. He had expected Ragnar to be the kind of guy to use a stock ticker as hands-free erotica, but now Gray’s gloved finger ran over titles like “Neurophysiology and the mind”, “Thermodynamics and Entropy”, “Emergence: Consciousness and Behaviour” and more books on phenomenology, ontology, linguistics among others and a whole load of books on computer sciences.
There was an incredible range in the available literature, and yet to Gray it seemed like they were pointing in one direction—focused, even if with a large lens and a focal point Gray could not quite yet put a finger on.
What is this getting at? Looks like a modern Viktor Frankenstein.
Shaking the thought off, Gray took a seat at the desk and browsed through the contents scattered over the surface and crammed into the drawers, finding more papers, treatises and works, as if Ragnar had stock in a paper company.
And to his disappointment the previously assumed turned out to be a docking station with external screens. Where the computer hould have been, holding information for Gray to access, only a gap remained. There was nothing digital to find.
Disenchanted, Gray looked up and at the books again. He felt the answer had to be in there. Somewhere.
Taking a break, he lazily spun around in the office chair and gave his brain time to come up with more than to look for a safe behind the nearest painting.
Still sitting in the soft chair, and taking a last look through the window onto the backyard and the captivating, colorful garden, Gray felt trapped in a maze where the exits seemed to shift all the time.
And then he heard the noise. A creak. Just like the one he had given off himself when walking up the stairs.
The stairs.
It creaked again. Someone’s coming.
Gray’s attention flew across the room and towards the door, realizing he would not be able to go there without being seen. He hectically pulled the window curtains apart until they started to split as he wrenched at them, only to find out that the ground was about eight yard below. His merely mortal anatomy would not have taken kindly to jumping.
Afraid of losing any more time, he plunged towards the door, ready to try his luck and escape frontally, when it swung open and Gray stood still. As still as the man in the frame.
Tall, lean, with black hair around a clean, gaunt face of wolf-grey eyes and cheekbones that looked like they would leave vapor trails should he turn his head too quickly, above a jaw that might have accommodated an extra set of wisdom teeth. Ragnar.
“Mr. Gray! At last!” he said.
With a fluidity of strength and presence that belied the spidery limbs clothed in a business suit, Ragnar strode towards Gray and shook his hand before Gray’s confusion at being called by name wore off. He did not feel threatened, even though he had been sure to be behind enemy lines, even though the enemy knew his name.
Before Gray could turn around, Ragnar had already taken seat in the chair at the desk and used his right hand to motion towards one of the other chairs.
“Please, sit down. Standing will become uncomfortable after a while.”
Not saying a word, Gray sat down opposite Ragnar, whose eyes never left him. Ragnar’s appearance made him look like the incarnation of an ancient revenge god: hard, stringy, pointed—and muscles toned by constant tension rather than exercise. Even his English would have sounded more natural with a drunken slur instead of the accentuated micro-pauses between words.
Gray would not have been surprised if Ragnar was CEO by day, and by night got out a cape and scythe to reap lost souls and lead them towards the other side.
“Really, please, relax. You are among a brother-in-arms, so to speak,” Ragnar said and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt to match the warm office’s temperature. The arms he laid bare matched his other appearance, with sinewy muscles covered by thin, paper-like skin and veins ivying down his arms like blue-inked tattoos of tribal origin.
Ragnar pulled out a cell phone from his pockets and put it onto the table before he looked at Gray. “So you still think about standing up and running off? Well, I know your name, but more to the point, I mean you no harm. Not only did I expect you, as you have noticed, I expected you earlier. You are late.”
“Late?”
Hard to believe.
“Yes, late. I hope you found the open back door polite enough as invitation. Have you gotten any weird numbers recently?”
“Not that I can think of. Should I?”
“Oh yes, you should. You should indeed. It was my proof of virtue if you will. Have you met any clowns recently? And I don’t mean any clown, because most people running around outside are actually clowns, but the real one. You know, plastic nose, funny hat.”
And Gray remembered the park on the morning after Sarah had died. He rummaged in his pockets to fish out a crumpled note and then smoothed it out on the table. The number was still on it, even if blurry. “555161803398.”
“Call it.”
Gray dialed the number.
A phone rang.
Carried by its additional vibration alarm, Ragnar’s phone on the table inched towards the rim, most of the vibrations’ sound quickly swallowed by the massive table, but before it could fall Ragnar swiped it off and held it in his hand, canceling the call.
“So you had this number delivered to me to-”
“To give you an early sign of wanting to talk to you.”
“I feel-“
“Patronized?”
“Literally, and doubly so. Why didn’t you simply talk to me then? Or call me? And why the hell through a clown?” Gray asked.
“I was pretty sure that you were under observation and I didn’t want to give my involvement away right then and there. While not exactly a camouflaged approach, one I thought people wouldn’t think twice about,” Ragnar said.
“And all this was done to make me assume now that you aren’t the guy I am looking for? What’s the deal with this and what did you want to tell me.”
“I knew Sarah. Not only as Lynn, but Sarah,” Ragnar said and the little amusement his voice had radiated beneath the grim tone dropped away, flashes of his business self coming through: cold, hard matter.
“Why should I believe you?” Gray asked, cooler than before.
“Ask her yourself,” Ragnar said and turned the flat screen of his computer around before plugging in a notebook computer and hitting a few buttons on the keyboard.
A video started playing, without audio for the moment.
“I hope you appreciate this video. It was filmed under the most difficult of circumstances,” Ragnar said.
The lens focused. A wall of books came into view.
Gray looked to his left. The same wall.
A blond woman walked into the picture, a chair in her hand, putting it onto the floor in front of the camera and sitting down. Her calm brown eyes searched for the lens and she occasionally looked aside. “Is it on already?” she asked somebody behind the camera.
Sarah. It’s Sarah. Oh my god. Sarah.
He had seen her alive nine years ago the last time, and she looked like she had become even more herself, more Sarah, with age.
She started talking.
“Hello Eric,” she said and looked a bit confused, as if she did not know how to start, stalling some moments. The talking seemed to be difficult. “I know it’s been a while and that we have not seen for ages. And it’s my fault. There is so much I would have had to tell you, so much to apologize for,” she said and Gray felt her nervousness, was stung by her seeming discomfort.
“I had to make decisions,” she carried on. “I hope I did the right thing. Well, all I can do now is apologize for what I did to you, any rest I stole you, any of your time I wasted.”
She used a tissue to tip the inner corners of her eyes. Gray’s throat felt swollen and he fought the itch in his own eyes.
“I never wanted to hurt anybody. Whatever you learn about me, I never meant bad. There aren’t many people around me left and none of them mean bad either. I hope you’ll trust them as much as I do. Greg, Lisa, Bill—either one should be able to tell you more or help you.”
The woman on the screen had to pause to keep herself from crying as she kept apologizing and named other people.
“I’m sorry. I wish I could apologize in person,” she said and the camera started to reflect in her eyes. “I miss you,” she said, and all that was left was silence. The video cut out.
Ragnar did not say anything. He waited for Gray’s first words, whose insides were in a wild turmoil of remorse, anger and desire. He had not fully realized Sarah’s death yet, not seen her off in his mind. Memories and reflections came to the surface. Getting up onto his feet, he silently paced back and forth a few times, absent-mindedly leant with his hand against a painting of brown spatters on white canvas, as if out of breath, then spoke.
“Why should I trust you?” Gray asked and looked at Ragnar.
“Did you trust Sarah? And I don’t mean just telling her everything, but letting her opinion and judgment overrule yours. The real trust. Did you trust her?”
“Trust, not as in drunkenly telling the barkeep at an airport bar about my discrete grooming habits, but taking somebody’s word over my own?” Gray tried to overplay his turmoil.
“Airport bar?”
“Yeah, you know, places one lets really go,” Gray said. “Restraint is overrated. So is dignity.”
“Exactly this kind of trust. And the question remains: Did you trust her?”
“Yes.”
“And she trusted me. Do you take her word and trust me, for the time being at last?”
Gray did not know what to think, but he trusted Sarah.
“Would that mean that I have to like you?”
Unfazed, Ragnar explained, “I worked together with Sarah, as did the two people you know as Waldorf and Statler, the link that brought you here. Kept secret from her employer and the NSA and the US government, we collaborated on common projects. I knew Sarah, and I knew her well. And as much as you, I want to see justice.”
He emphasized the word in a way that ruled out compassion, empathy or notions of state-subsidized care.
“I think there is some common ground between us,” Gray said. “But where does this leave the investigation, assuming you are not the culprit?”
“I told you that we worked on, well, projects between the four of us. Waldorf and Statler were supposed to bring me the latest version of our last project, Project Epiphany, this morning. They called me from the car and told me there’d be some slight delay as they needed to get something from Waldorf’s home, but that they were on their way. I have neither seen them, nor talked to them since.”
“Something happened to them and the latest backup?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you follow up on that yet?”
“Mr. Gray, who do you think I am? Just because I’m rich I have my own, personal militia?”
“Actually, yes.”
“Well, I don’t. And obviously, considering the delicate nature of our research and the people chasing it, I could not just hire any other private investigator or agency or go to the police, but I knew you’d come sooner or later today. I couldn’t find them with my options,” Ragnar said and shook his head. “Things are never easy. You can’t buy trust or reliability with money, so I had to wait.”
“You should be more concerned about them than I am. They are but strangers to me.”
“Mr. Gray, I’m a thinker, not a fighter. What I would have going for me is my durability and my lack of scruple, but I’m still a nerd. I wouldn’t go into a fight without my plus seven sword of pwnage and a blinging Bonescythe Armor Set. I would take take the target modifier to aim for the head and put somebody on a calcium diet that would restrict him to fluids afterwards. But this is real life. I did all I could within my range of abilities and trust.”
There was a profound lack of comprehension on Gray’s side, but Ragnar’s grating voice and lack of a smile told him that none of it was meant to be as funny as it remotely sounded.
“Never mind. Believe me, we are losing time with this juvenile horn-rubbing,” Ragnar kept driving his point home, but Gray crossed his arms and leant back, slowly getting tired of Ragnar speaking.
“Listen. You decided to trust me, so trust me, and now do as I say. Check Waldorf’s house,” Ragnar said. “Also, I wouldn’t lean against that painting you’ve got your hand on. It’s a Pollock.”
Shit. Probably expensive. “A real Pollock?”
“Depends,” Ragnar said dryly as Gray quickly retreated from the image and took his hand off the white area it had rested on. “Pollock is actually the name of my dog. When visiting a friend of mine, a painter, I had him along and he accidentally ran over the floor-mounted canvas with a case of sudden diarrhea. That’s the picture you see on the wall. A real live action painting, don’t you think?”
His story billed with a mix of disgust and wonder, he told Gray the details of the call, told him the address and shoved him towards the door.
“When I get back, we have to talk,” Gray promised Ragnar.
“We will. And I will tell you about Project Epiphany.”
Fuck that, I want to know about Sarah.
“Project Epiphany? You mentioned it before,” Gray said.
“Later.”
Without a good-bye and not caring for more words Gray wound himself through the backdoor and was gone to the car, where he decided not to call Catherine for the moment. It seemed too complicated, too close, too suffocating.
Next stop: The balcony, he thought and turned the ignition, the engine starting to purr readily.
Waldorf’s house was in a secluded community, requiring Gray to follow wound paths between overhanging, bare and leafless trees whose branches seemed to grasp for the car driving beneath like long and dried out witch fingers for a small child passing its way. Turn on turn, and twist for twist, he followed the path as if he was getting ever deeper into a magical child’s tale forest. None of the nice ones, but one of those with naked stems, rancorous roots and shadowed faces that disappear as one looks at them.
Finally the trees gave way and opened the view onto a magnificent estate with an imposing, giant mansion at the head of the clearance, beyond a flowing grass field and a towering art nouveau fountain in front, by which he parked.
It looked like money. Real money. Not just rich, but wealthy. The kind of wealth unlikely to be completely moral or legal.
Several super cars and luxury sedans were parked on the gravel in front of the house and Gray had to drag himself by his own neck, like a puppy that would not let go of a piece of furniture, away from them and took the pain to climb the massive stone stairs towards the entrance.
The door was ajar.
The same moment he noticed it, Gray pulled out his gun, loaded, cocked. This time he had brought it along. Happiness is a warm gun, yada, yada, yada…
He brought the gun up and swung himself through the door, immediately going for cover, but nothing unusual was to be seen or heard. The house was quiet.
Gray slowly navigated the lavishly decorated labyrinthine structure of the mansion, but did neither find anything suspicious nor encounter anyone.
Towards the second story Gray risked a look out of a window that had been put in place halfway up on a mid-level landing where the stairs turned, and saw the immense garden, stables and even more cars down below that had been parked close to the house.
He checked several smaller chambers without much more than a peek into them, before he reached big wing doors on the second story that seemed to cut off a large part of the available floor into an office tract.
The ivory of his knuckles pressed through the thin surface of his skin as he gripped the gun’s handle even tighter, noticing the uncomfortable, warm sweat of his palm, making the gun slippery like a piece of jittery prison soap.
The large wing doors were slightly opened, letting rays of sun shine on dancing dust, moving in lazy circles and spirals as Gray looked down at the world through iron sights and entered the study hall.
He found Waldorf and Statler, but not as expected.
Neither of them was in a state to talk much.
At least he thought it was Waldorf and Statler, according to their description and whatever little was left of the faces of the two bodies that lay on the floor in front of him, bleeding out like fresh Easter sacrifice.
Then a sharp bang sounded through the house and rapped on windows and glasses as a heavy door fell shut somewhere.
“Hell, Ichiro, what are we supposed to do now?!” Lisa whispered, petrified as if spellbound by a basilisk. “They know at least I am here. They heard me reply!”
“Calm down!” Ichiro hissed between grit teeth. Lisa could see his chewing muscles work in unison with his mind.
“You said you had taken the room next to ours too?” he asked.
“Yes, right next door. You want to go for it?”
“We need a distraction. Explosives.”
“Explosives?”
She had justified doubt about his mental capacity, unknowing where to get explosives from just like that.
Somebody banged on the door and shouted through it, sounding faintly Japanese and distinctly angry, like a Rottweiler whose tail had been stumped, but Lisa could not make out any specific words except for “Bastards!” and “Open!”.
“You are the one that’s been in the military! You MacGyver something!” she told him.
“MacGyver, hai. Already on it,” he said and emptied Lisa’s hotel groceries onto the bed and grabbed the bottle of diet pop.
A deep, voluminous boom resounded through the room as somebody threw himself at the door, which groaned under the load.
“Hurry!” Lisa urged him on, not caring for his infatuation with diet beverages as he tapped all his pockets and produced, to Lisa’s perplexity and utter dismay, a roll of Mentos.
Did he lose his marbles?! What’s wrong him?!
Another boom echoed through the room, accompanied by a stressed aching and creaking of the door frame as another attempt was taken to bust open the door with pure force.
Ichiro did not seem to care.
“And now to spice things up!” he explained to Lisa, coming out of the bathroom with a set of razors, part of the hotel’s service for the luxury suits.
Anxiously Lisa bounced between the walls, switching between keeping the door and Ichiro in her view. Another crack at the door, another inch the hinges gave way, anchors sticking out of wall and wallpaper like a broken and splintered shin through a leg.
“The door is not going to hold much longer… ” she pointed out the obvious. Ichiro had taken all the razor blades from the case, bent them so they would fit through the bottle neck and dropped them there.
“You want to serve them drinks and hope they choke and die? You-”
“Shut up, woman. Don’t go hysteric on me, because I get the strong urge to beat hysteric women to their senses,” Ichiro interrupted her without looking up from the blades he handled.
A sharp crash rocked the room, but the door still held.
“Make yourself useful!” Ichiro barked at Lisa. He had rewrapped the Mentos and carefully pushed them into the bottle before he cautiously screwed it shut.
“What am I supposed to do?!” Lisa urged him to give her some task. “And what are you doing there?!”
Ichiro slowly swirled the bottle to distribute the blades without destroying his package yet. Against her initial confusion, whatever Ichiro was doing looked like it had purpose.
“Go to the separating door, open it and proceed to the outer door,” he told her in rapid and fluttering Japanese, the sounds a slurry firing, while he concentrated on carving a checkered pattern of deep scratches into the plastic bottle, making it look like a grenade with a few quick strokes. “When you hear me banging against our door here, you’ll unlock yours as quietly as possible and wait. When you hear me screaming ‘Come and get us, bastards!’, open it and peek at what they are doing and what they are paying attention to. I should then be at your door within a second or two. Do you understand?” he asked and his eyes fixed on her without irritation, hurry or anxiety in them, as if he just knew what had to be done and there was no way they would fail. “Do you understand?” he asked again.
“Yes,” Lisa nodded.
“Good. Go.”
He pushed her towards the door to the next apartment, as, without warning, not the tearing sound of a thousand phone books, but the massive trees from which they should have been made, being outright ripped apart and torn to pieces in furious rage, made her wince. The door was beginning to splinter and it would give way before the hinges, which by the looks and sounds of it was very very soon, perhaps a matter of seconds.
She hurried. Not even a minute had passed since the Yakuza had first knocked on their door, but it had seemed like an eternity to Lisa, like time had turned into molten glass, only making its way slowly and reluctantly. Thoughts about making holidays somewhere came to her mind as she dried off cold sweat on her brow with her sleeve.
Ichiro watched her take position and then banged against his door, on which Lisa unlocked hers. Against Ichiro’s instruction she already opened it the slightest bit, and millimeter by millimeter pushed on until she could take a peek at who was at the first door, until she heard Ichiro shout at them and continue his insults, when on his last “Motherfuckers!” the door finally burst open and the five tattooed Yakuza in their dark suits and fancy shirts were about to sweep into the hotel room like rabid Piranhas.
The split second before, with one eye peeking, Lisa saw a shadow fly through the door towards the ceiling above the five gangsters, and all eyes followed it. The men turned their heads up and wondered what had been thrown at them and had missed enough to sail at the ceiling above.
But Ichiro had not missed. His throw had been perfect.
The bottle hit the ceiling, and in an instant, erupted in a blast of cola foam, carrying its payload of metal razor blades towards the faces of the men that had in reflex tilted their heads back to look at the bottle moving above them.
The razor blades found their targets and ripped through flesh into bones and eyes, on which cries of pain and agony and anger sounded off the men, who clasped at their faces and in confusion drove the blades even deeper, the edges cutting mercilessly into their eyes and face and opening streams of blood and water that ran down their skin to the soundtrack of their wailing.
Lisa gagged and already buckled over to throw up when Ichiro bumped into her from behind.
“What are you doing? GO!!” he whispered into her ear. Lisa blinked and as if revived by CPR, swung the door open for them to hurry down the floor and disappear into the hotel’s countless floors and levels, away from the fists and guns that promised no good.
“Asoko da yo!” they heard behind them after only few meters. They are over there!
“The bomb missed one of them! Damn!” Ichiro looked back as they ran. As soon as she saw his face twitch, she knew that one of the men was still a threat, not taken out by the shrapnel bomb.
A click, crack and shot later, a bullet howled by her ear, leaving a blazing trail of heat that streaked along her cheek like a whiplash as the bullet passed by, hit a guard rail and ricocheted off into the ongoing hall with noises of a confused B-movie robot.
Only a few meters! Lisa thought and absentmindedly clutched at the hot stripe the bullet had left on her face, burning but not bleeding, surprising rather than dangerous—like a loud and high note that lacked the painful treble.
Three more shots tore through the hall, until Ichiro, still looking backwards, without warning and on the signal of another shot, tackled her into the wall and twisted around to absorb their impact on his own, both tumbling down into a knot on the floor.
Ichiro groaned, and Lisa felt something smeary and warm on her hands, on height of his chest and arm.
Blood. Ichiro is shot. Shot where I have been a blink ago.
Cheek at cheek with Ichiro, lying towards their room, she could see the marksman free himself from his own group and stand up to stumble towards them, raising the gun while he held a hand on one eye, blood and salty water trickling through the gaps.
“Get up, Lisa, goddamn, GET UP!” Ichiro shouted in her ear and they raised each other to their feet when she saw that the bullet had deeply grazed along Ichiro’s back, bleeding profusely while he displayed trouble focusing and sweated like caught in a plastic body bag.
Scraping the ground behind them and whirring by, another bullet spurred them on, made them step up their pace until they were behind the corner.
The elevator was ahead, and it would have only been a few steps, but Ichiro seemed to lose strength with every step, about to lose consciousness and put more weight onto Lisa, who talked to him, pleaded and begged, because she would not be able to carry him.
“Come on, come on!!” Lisa cried, tears of frustration escaping against her will, and heard the dragging steps of their follower coming nearer and nearer. He was faster and he was catching up.
And then, only feet from the saving elevator, Ichiro quietly murmured, “You win this round, gravity!”, and collapsed, falling face first onto the ground without Lisa being able to do anything about it, nearly tripping and falling herself if she had not managed to get hold of a guard rail and ground her knees into the carpet.
“Please, don’t do this to me. Not now! Don’t die! Move! Don’t die on me!” Lisa told him, but Ichiro was beyond listening.
Holding his right wrist she tugged at it, dragging his limp body a jerk’s length at a time as sweat and tears burned in her eyes and plastered her brown hair down. She made slow progress, but hope bloomed in her like a lost daisy in a field of cobblestone, with only inches left to the elevator. Until she first saw the gun come around the corner, then its owner, his features and tattoos contorted in hating rage when their eyes met and posed a choice.
She could let go of Ichiro and perhaps save herself. Or risk both their lives against the odds.
Something clicked within her.
She would not let go a third time.
Giving a voice to her suffering and frustration she screamed as if she wanted to split stones and crack trees with her vocal chords, grabbed Ichiro and threw him into the open elevator with adrenaline fuelling her muscles, followed with a jump and kept both of them down as bullets hit above with the shooter crouching forward until the doors closed and the elevator swiftly and smoothly glided downwards to the easy-listening tune that chirped from its tinny speakers as the metal curtain fell.
Lisa laughed and cried at the same time in an attempt to cope in some way with what had happened, not seeing any sense or meaning, cowered over in a heap on the floor.
She felt she had to do something about Ichiro or he would die on her hands. And it would be my fault.
Gray sprinted towards the back windows to check what was going on and caught the sight of a black van speeding off, leaving a patch of molten snow where it had parked.
Then, at the front window, he saw the car come around and head towards a single person just exiting through the front door. It was a woman, clad in black, with black straight hair slightly beyond her chin and large sunglasses.
He knew that woman from descriptions. Jake had told him. Sarah’s killer.
Gray threw himself at the window and tried to tear it open, but the windows were completely locked down. His gun flew out of its holster and he shot the glass to lean out and take aim.
The woman looked up through her sunglasses, not going for cover, and pulled out her own gun, but instead of shooting at Gray shot two tires of his car before the van drove up and shielded her from view, without Gray being able to fire a single shot at her. Still, Gray’s forearm twitched as he fired several ear-ringing rounds at the car and where the woman had stood. The bullets slugged into the metal of the vehicle, leaving large entry holes, but did not cause critical damage as the car sped off with a spray of gravel. Within seconds it was out of range and gone, leaving Gray behind.
But he could not linger for long as somebody coughed behind him. He turned and saw one of the bodies on the floor convulse, retching blood, before it plunged into a coughing fit again. Gray fell onto his knees beside the body and helped the man into an easy breathing position.
“I thought you were dead! I’m-“
“I- know- who- … you- are-“ the man wheezed at Gray. He slowly opened his bloodstained eyes and tried to find Gray in his field of view. “They- did- not- get- it-. I- tricked them with a fake,“ he said before gurgling blood again and spitting onto the ground, where it bloomed into a vermillion Rorschach. The wheezing got heavier as his lungs filled with blood. A collapse was imminent.
Gray did not tell the man that everything would be fine, but waited for him to speak, flinching uncomfortably at the obvious pain.
The man’s eyes widened. He had trouble breathing, gasped, and spit out the word “Picture!” before going into convulsions and twisting on the floor as he was hit by his final seizure.
Gray felt helpless and miserable, powerless to provide ease to the suffering in front of him. Clueless what to do, he just held a hand.
It did not take long.
He rose to his feet and turned away from the two dead men to get out his phone.
“Ragnar.” The greeting was joyless.
“I’m at Waldorf’s. Both dead.”
There was a short pause, but when he replied, Ragnar’s voice was calm.
“Clues?”
“That’s why I’m calling. Waldorf’s last word was ‘Picture’. Ideas?”
Another short pause.
“I think so, but it’s not much. Hold on,” he said and stayed quiet for a few seconds before speaking again. “One of our visual pattern search engines found Statler’s picture in a police system entry. Is there a car plated 2L337 parked outside?”
“Not that I know of,” Gray said.
“They’ve been caught up in a police control and the car has been impounded it seems. It’s quite possible that whatever they were carrying is still in that car, which is not registered to either one of them, so it did not immediately catch on with our usual filters.”
“You have access to police systems?”
“Uh, yes. Of course. This is computers. We run this part of the world. You have authorization to deal with police?”
“Yes, I do,” Gray said and thought of his fake IDs. “Where can I pick the car up?”
“Fourth District Station, corner Georgia Avenue and Peabody Street.”
“Got it. I’ll call you later,” Gray said, standing at the front window and looking towards the wound gravel path leading out from the premises, flanked and obstructed by the surrounding forest, when he remembered his shot tires. “Wait, there’s a problem. My tires are shot.”
“Is there a meteorite-gray Porsche Turbo in the front?” Ragnar asked in his hard, clearly accentuated speech.
Gray looked outside. “Yeah, it’s there,” he said.
“Take it, it’s mine. I needed to have it returned anyway. The key should be hanging somewhere near the entrance,” Ragnar told him before hanging up.
On his way out from this valley of the dead, Gray felt again like he had missed something important. But he did not know what.
Nestled into the interior of the coupe, a monolithic cast of brushed aluminum with subdued grays and in elegant matte black trim (had this car been a Transformer, all it would have amounted to in transformed state would have been an espresso machine), Gray wrestled through DC traffic, which moved in theory, but only noticeable on a macro scale.
He had not talked to Catherine since he had left and now felt ready to tell her what had happened, but after a few rings started to wonder why she did not pick up. After two more unsuccessful tries he took the next exit and then stomped the throttle, the exhaust rattling up and nailing the air like a whole platoon emptying their fully automatic rifles behind him and fighting a war until he reached the hotel.
Not caring to park properly, Gray jumped out of the car, ran up to their room and knocked on the door. Nobody opened, nobody even moved within. With the door being already unlocked Gray stepped in and found the room deserted, but the TV and Catherine’s computer running. The rest room: empty.
No sign, no note, no trace. Just absence.
Gray wriggled the computer mouse to get the screen working and out of its energy saving state, to see what Catherine had been working on. In large, bold letters the screen read:
“WE HAVE GOT HER. DO WHAT WE SAY, WHEN WE SAY. DISOBEY AND SHE SUFFERS MORE. CHECK ENVELOPE.”
Envelope? Suffers more?
He searched the room and found a white envelope on the white sheets of the bed, which he picked up and wondered about its weight and strange form. When he opened it, his hands let it slip and fall onto the bed again, where its contents rolled out onto the sheets to put on display what had been inside.
An ear. A bloody human ear, as wet and gory and slimy as a stomped crimson snail. And it had a red ruby earring in its earlobe.
Gray tripped just in time to the toilet where his stomach loudly turned inside out, images of the ear and how it had come to go separate ways flashing through his mind, making his abs contract over and over again, until burning vomit ran through his nose and made his eyes tear, its sour smell and taste mixed with saliva and mucus making him only more nauseous, until he was left a miserable heap on the floor, gagging and whooping, his midriff still doing dry runs long after his stomach had given up providing content.
He had seen corpses in his time, had seen torture, had seen mutilations. None of it had moved him.
After cleaning up, and as dignified as the situation allowed, Gray stored the ear in a box of ice, pushing the whole package into the fridge as if it was some left over spareribs.
She’s only leverage. Whoever has her doesn’t want her, but the data. I need the impounded car.
He grabbed a fake police ID and quickly checked the I3 database for updates to the evidence he had brought, but there had been nothing entered. He was confused and angry that he had gone to such great lengths to retrieve evidence without anything resulting from it. What has happened to the clothing?
On his way downstairs his cell phone went off and delivered a message from Baystead. “NO TIME TO TALK. DEaDLINE: 24 HOURS FOR A BID. HELP US GOD.”
Twenty four hours. Damn, we need the code.
He did not share Baystead’s hope in God though. Not only was Gray cross with most of God’s ground personnel, he believed in doing things and not letting them rot until a non-existing deity did not take care of them.
Traffic to the Fourth District Station was slow despite fewer cars around. Clouds had drawn together to massive grey and black monoliths and had unleashed more torrential snow onto the city.
He worried about Catherine. Taking into account who they were dealing with, her chances of survival were slim. As slim as celebrity waistlines: only casting shadows when floodlit frontally.
On site, Gray trudged through the knee-deep snowy mess and went up to the station’s entrance and prepared for his first fraud. Be gentle, he thought and stepped up to the officer on duty at the reception.
Keeping the image of a dynamic and successful federal police superior, with his pants creased sharply enough to lethally cut passer-bys and no time to explain anything in mind, he slammed his release form onto the desk and belted out his words with a rapid-fire delivery, “G’evening, I’m Special Agent Walther. I require access to an impounded car as filed under FDS/968431. Here’s the release form,” Gray pushed it over the counter towards the officer on duty, shouting the words in expectation of no opposition.
The old, white-haired officer, not one to be impressed or impress by agility, took up the paper and sniffled through his moustache and scratched the white beard that covered much of his wrinkled face with the speed of a 45rpm disc on an 33rpm gramophone.
“Right… Right… ,” he said and looked back and forth between the piece of paper and Gray, as if he did not plan to finish before the next snack was due, or summer, or whichever came first. Seeing Gray’s impatience his watery eyes looked with the friendly gaze of a grandfather watching his folly offspring as he studied Gray’s face.
“Very well,” the officer gave in after a while, bored of stroking his beard it seemed, and opened the hatch towards the back area of the office. “Follow me.”
He led Gray outside onto the car lot and to the car.
“Just check out with me again and please fill out form B18 on any changes to the evidence you have made,” the Officer said as he tipped his hat and tippled back towards the building in a hunch.
The car was preposterous. An abomination. It was a pink BMW M6. As cruel as getting a two-handed thirty-pound drill capable of reducing reinforced ferroconcrete to dust, already planning a detailed bragging strategy for one’s buddies… and then finding out that it was pink.
Gray’s insides cringed at the look of it as he started searching the car. According to the slip it belonged to Waldorf’s girlfriend, who had driven them, speeding, and then had pissed off the cop that had held them up, enough with her antics and hysteric threats, to impound the car and send them on without it, before they could reach for their luggage.
The data had to be there.
And Gray found what he had come for. In a trunk side pocket he found a portable computer. After a quick boot he browsed the contents until he came upon a file named “Project Epiphany”, creation date about ten hours ago. Gray’s heart started to beat painfully, thumping against his ribs as if it wanted to escape, cross the border and disappear to Acapulco.
This is it, Gray thought, half in triumph, half in disbelief. This is what costs lives.
It was hard to suppress the impulse of maniacal laughter. He had Project Epiphany in his pocket and he would make sure to get Catherine back. Or die trying.
Gray swung himself out of the car and pounded through the snow on the way back, without declaring anything on any forms or saying good-bye, and was gone.
As soon as he sat in his car he hooked up the computer again and worked for some quiet minutes on it. The file seemed real, but Gray could not access its encrypted content. He had to deliver it to the right hands, who would defuse the guillotine that hung over all their heads, held by an increasingly bending straw.
Watching the snow flakes whirl with rising density and force, as if Himavat himself had crossed the ocean and was taking his anger out on DC, Gray called Baystead, eager to tell him the news.
“I’ve got Epiphany,” he said into the phone and it did not need long to sink in.
“I’m leaving this meeting I’m in right now, but can’t go too far! You know the railroad part of the 14th Street Bridge towards Virginia?”
“Yeah.”
“It should be deserted now and within my reach. Meet me there. In an hour,” Baystead said.
Before Gray could ask any more questions or make any remarks, the line tooted with all the originality of rap music. Quickly tiring of the soundtrack, Gray put the phone away and plugged it into the car to recharge on his drive. Recently the battery performance had gone down and it needed nearly constant recharging, beeping like a crying Tamagotchi every so often, wanting to be fed some juice or just plainly refusing operation.
With the worsening weather he did not know whether he would make it in time and the radio news declared that even airports were being closed due to storms and the increasingly difficult conditions.
Crawling through the chess board city streets like a slow-motion Pac Man, Gray arrived at the railroad bridge leading over the Potomac a few minutes late. He left all his equipment except for the portable computer in the car and walked through the deserted area while cold wind bit through his trousers and into his thighs with the prickly teeth of an excited terrier. On his way towards the waterfront his cell phone buzzed, but without thinking Gray pushed the call away, focusing on his top priorities.
It was so dark, he had trouble finding a path, but then he saw a hooded and cloaked figure stand motionless at the water, its contours barely visible, like a sinister black tree stump from a time long forgotten. On hearing Gray’s steps the figure turned around.
“Good evening, Dr. Baystead.”
“Gray,” Baystead nodded. “You have the file?”
“Right here,” Gray held the portable computer up and waved it.
“Good. Very good. Give it to me,” he said with a force and conviction, a tone of arrogant expectation, of Old Testamentary greed, and even gleam of insanity that would have made Ann Coulter blush like the peachy little goldilocks school girl she had never been. He raised his hands in anticipation as his head followed the computer like a dog’s head would have followed its favorite treat.
But something felt wrong. A voice in Gray cried to hold on to the data, pulling him by the back of his head. While he hesitated, Gray’s cell phone buzzed again, just once, and reported a short message. Using the chance to stall, Gray picked up the phone. The display showed a message from Ragnar.
“MEET BAYSTEAD WITH CARE. ODD HISTORY.”
And all the pieces fell into place. The unaccounted meetings Baystead went to. Baystead being the only one not under surveillance as head of the department. Baystead putting him on the case. Baystead sending him on a secret mission nobody else knew of. Baystead using unregistered phones, only meeting Gray without any witnesses. And Gray remembered who he had left the killer’s clothing with: Baystead. Nobody had screwed up, but Baystead had never checked it in. And it was him, who had promised to look after the Hamilton house clean-up.
Shame and hot ire sprang up within Gray as he recognized what he had done: He had been a pawn for the last few days, being strung along like a gullible fool. And whoever Baystead was or worked for, he was not one of the good guys.
Gray’s hand with the computer sank and he looked past Baystead onto the water. He felt the wet wind on his skin, the snow hitting his face, heard the water splash. He was not at a crossroad, not on the road of a new beginning. This was an end. A dead one.
“So, you figured it out then,” Baystead said without much emotion or surprise as he pulled out a silenced gun from the inside of his coat before Gray could focus his attention back or react. “I figured you would, sooner or later. I would have preferred later. It would have made things less… bothersome.”
“So you were after it. There never were rogue NSA elements? Emergency protocols? And the story you told me about your past was a lie too, wasn’t it?” Gray spit out.
“Oh, you understand me wrong and you do me great injustice. True, this time there were no rogue NSA agents. But the story I told you, that was no lie. The power this laptop in your hands contains, and I have sold you short on what it really does to be honest, has to be put to use in the right hands. In just hands. Firm hands. Somebody has to use this technology to create order, bring structure and just rule. But the story? Every bit was true.”
“And this somebody is you?” Gray mocked Baystead in the darkness of their forsaken meeting place, the old man barely more than a half-lit shadow.
“Yes, this might be me,” Baystead affirmed.
“Has it been worth it? The lives, the lies?”
“If I did not know you better I could have mistaken you for a weak and naive fool just now, Gray. Of course it’s worth it. Sacrifices have to be made. Whenever people talk of how one should not judge or sacrifice others, they are just being egoistis, only dodging responsibility,” Baystead said with mild disdain. “Some people value their sound sleep more than they do doing the necessary. Taking responsibility means doing what needs doing.”
“Oh, so you are just doing the right thing? A tragic hero? The only awake among sleeping? The only sufferer, a savior of biblical proportions, his hand forced by fate? Bollocks.”
I’m dealing with a lunatic! How come nobody noticed before?
“Your cheap sarcasm won’t hurt me, Gray, and it won’t change anything. But enough of this. I’m no villain and my time is limited. Hand over the computer.”
Gray raised the portable computer over his head.
“Who told you the data was on here? Perhaps I suspected you earlier? Perhaps this is a dupe? Shoot me and the data would remain out of your reach.”
Gray could have sworn that he had seen the shade of a smile on Baystead’s face before Baystead raised the gun and fired, the silenced weapon giving off the sound of a snapping rubber band. Gray yelped in pain as the bullet went straight through his upper thigh and caused him instantly to break into sweat and develop shaky vision. He fell down on his knee, trying to stay conscious with all his will, pushing with all his might against the dark blanket that swept over him.
“In this case,” Baystead said, “follow me a few meters. This was just a reminder that we are not joking here and a kind of security precaution,” he discarded his action with further indifference.
Not loosing Gray out of the sight of his gun, Baystead walked backwards towards the water and the rail bridge, to a shapeless heap on the floor.
If he sent me on this wild goose hunt, who sent the commandos, the cars, the copters? Another party involved? Was it Ragnar after all? Who’s playing whom? Gray wondered. It all makes so little sense.
“Stay there,” Baystead commanded, stepped over the heap and raised it up, pulling it to head level and revealing its nature.
It was Catherine.
She was tied and gagged, her hair clinging to her tear-wet face, she was smeared with blood all over and some of it had run into her eyes, making her a ghastly sight to Gray, who knew her otherwise fragile and blossomy appearance, a white cherry petal turned red. And it was more than he could suffer.
Gray pulled himself forward on his forearms. “I’m going to kill you, you fuck. The ninth circle is waiting for you, so you’d better get used to the weather already!” Gray gnarled between grit teeth, ignoring the pain in his leg and the sensation of blood bubbling out of the wound.
“Yes, yes, very nice. One more inch and I’m going to shoot her and keep you alive and put you two into a basement cell so you can see her rot over the next few weeks and think about how you caused her death.”
Gray stopped.
“Fine, now that we have come to an agreement, where is the data?” Baystead asked.
“It really is on the computer. I didn’t suspect anything before our meeting. All you need is on there. I tried to trick you.”
“Good. Put it down and move backwards, up to the trees.”
“Cut her loose first!”
Baystead considered it and then nodded after a while. He opened the ties so Catherine could move freely.
Gray evaluated his chances to overpower Baystead. He was five meters away and although the pain in his leg was horrible enough to make speaking, let alone thinking, a difficult task, he considered his chances.
“Put the computer down. Now!” Baystead commanded again and Catherine’s mouth voiced a toneless “Please”, her frightened and restless eyes begging him.
Gray slowly bent over, stretched to gain some space on Baystead, and as he put down the computer, picked up a heavy, dense stone and threw it without looking under his own chest into the trees to their side, where it knocked onto a tree and rumpled through the bushes. Baystead, who had not seen the throwing motion, turned his head aside in reflex, alarmed by the noise that had sounded like somebody approaching.
It was all the distraction Gray needed. He catapulted himself off his crouched position, a fuse of pain searing through his right leg, and tackled both, Baystead and Catherine, all of them toppling over into a ball of arms and legs, panting and huffing, elbows and knees hitting and colliding while the gun flew aside.
Gray found himself surprised by the strength of Baystead’s resistance as they rung each other and felt like he was wrestling a bag of constrictor snakes, very different from what he had expected with the old man that had always seemed so quiet and thin in the office.
Then, at one point, Gray found a gap to throw Baystead off and roll aside, coming to rest at the computer, which he instantly wrapped his arms around.
He looked up and saw Baystead lying near the water, just propping himself up again, but he also saw Catherine raising her arm and holding the gun.
Gray could have punched the ground out of sheer relief. It’s over!
“Jane,” he heard Baystead’s voice, “you know what to do.”
Gray looked around for Baystead’s backup.
Then he understood as Catherine slowly turned and pointed the gun at him.
“Jane?” he heard Baystead ask, boredom coloring his voice.
The trigger was pulled and a bullet hit the ground right beside Gray’s hand, which he pulled back in reflex.
“Jane?” Gray repeated. He could not see Catherine’s face.
“So, tell me, Agent Gray, does that slowly dawn on you, too?” Baystead laughed bitterly at him. “How did you like the massage? The story about the Romans? The earring? The night at the motel? You bought all the cloak-and-daggers shit? There is no Catherine. There has not been one for a while now.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking recruitment. The Catherine you know has gone years ago, when she joined our cause. She slowly came around to see things our way.”
“You… ”
Gray was still looking into the unforgiving barrel of a nine millimeter black hole. Nothing escaped a black hole. And nobody outran bullets.
“Catherine?!” he tried again, hoping for a response, for a sign.
“Go ahead, Jane, answer him,” Baystead told her, greatly amused by the situation.
“Yes, Father Araneus. There is no Catherine,” the woman before him said in a voice he did not recognize and with venom that could only be delivered with a split tongue, extending the pH scale towards the deep negative. And yet Gray knew that this woman was Catherine. Araneus?
Now he knew why they had escaped all enemy attacks, why their enemy seemed to have let go in crucial moments. With devastation Gray realized that he had been played like a throwaway fiddle and why there had only been Sarah’s traces at the murder scene. The sisters had not just been born on the same day. Despite being so different, they were twins! he remembered. But which nurturing butterfly had beat its wings to turn her into something so very different from her sister? One sick puppy.
He had to admit that he had never cared enough before to ask about Catherine when he had still been with Sarah.
I am fool, Gray thought with suffocating, bitter realization. He let go of the computer and it tumbled onto the ground as he sat back in disbelief. He was ready to let happen whatever was going to happen.
Catherine, Jane, had handed the gun to Baystead and came over and picked up the computer, her eyes not as much as grazing Gray with a cold and evaluating gaze that only took light in and let no soul shine out. Like the eyes of a shark, or a reptile. Cold and alien.
When Baystead grabbed the computer from her, she did not let go immediately, tugging at it. “After this I can go back!” she hissed, and while it should have been a question, it sounded dangerously close to a command in Baystead’s ears. He did not like being commanded.
“Yes, yes, of course my dear. Just like I promised. Now be a good girl and let go so you can join your brothers and sisters soon,” Baystead said with repugnant sweetness that smelled of poison.
Jane let go and stepped back on which Baystead immediately raised the gun and aimed at her.
“But, but, you promised I would go back! You promised!” she said before the bullet was planted deceptively quiet in her midsection, making her buckle over and sending her lifeless body into the water with a splash and sucking noise.
“As I promised, I sent you to your brothers and sisters. She wanted to be let go,” Baystead said and straightened his tie. “See what she made me do?” he asked Gray. “She had become unreliable. The imprints were wearing off and she had too many thoughts and plans of her own. She even openly opposed me. You know what you do with dogs that bite your feeding hand? Well, now you do.”
“You… ” Gray said, baring his teeth again, but did not finish the sentence. He realized how much he hated Baystead and all that Baystead stood for. He would have loved to smash in Baystead’s face of smug superiority, crush the teeth of his arrogant smile, rip out the tongue of his sweet lies.
It can’t end like that. It won’t end like that.
Too far away from Baystead to surprise and overpower him again, with no other trick at hand, Gray saw only one solution: Escape. Rematch.
Sparking into motion, like a Kendo grandmaster not giving away his intentions, Gray shot onto his feet, bit his lips as the wounded leg protested with waves of pain, and went for the rails, looking to jump over them and disappear into the trees and their cover.
Bullets hit the ground where he had been moments ago.
Escaped by the margin of a dragonfly’s wing, Gray swung himself onto the rails and was about to push himself into a long jump off when the shells him in the back. His leg buckled away under him and the projectiles carried him forward, to turn his fall into a header by force of the three impacts, while the gushingly bleeding wound on his leg painted its trace onto the rails like an impulsive brush stroke.
The last thing Gray saw was the water surface approaching like a velvet blanket before he broke in and found a grave. A cold, dark, wet grave nobody would find and everybody would forget. A grave of manifest oblivion, the black and oily waves closing behind him like nothing had happened.
To them, nothing had.
And they would not tell.
Lisa heard Ichiro control his breath, sucking air like a sputtering engine and exhaling slowly, sweat soaking through his clothes.
“Stay with me,” she whispered, keeping her voice down in the elevator, afraid of sounding too loud in the contained space.
“It’s alright, I’m fine. T’was more of a shock,” Ichiro said quietly as life returned to him and his facial bleach retreated. His back was shot and hurt as if staked with a hot iron spike, and was not flexible enough for any gold medal gymnastics, but it was nothing he could not bare considering the circumstances.
With a make-do bandage from his ripped shirt over what looked like a long and deep cut along his back, and wearing Lisa’s training jacket he did not appear like a shooting victim anymore as they arrived in the lobby. Like somebody having had the worst and most tiresome night in his life and suffering a hangover only perhaps Courtney Love could ever relate too, but he did not look like a shooting victim, which became all the crucial difference when the police squad rushed past them on exiting the elevator and hobbling towards the exit.
“Why are we running from the police?” Ichiro tried to whisper, but helplessly croaked as if puberty instead of a bullet had hit him.
“Because things are played at government level here. They could deliver us straight into the wrong hands. Just keep walking!” she breathed back, linking arms and pulling him along.
On the sidewalk they turned sharp left and put as much moist pavement between them and the hotel as quickly as possible.
Life was ramping up on the roads, and cars and people alike streamed through the body of Tokyo like red and white blood cells towards their day’s work when Lisa and Ichiro walked in silence, like professional tandem walkers, and quickly suffered from the heating atmosphere of Tokyo’s smog that punished any effort beyond slow shuffling.
“Where are we going? I don’t think I can walk much more… ” Ichiro said, unconsciousness waiting to leap at him again.
“I don’t know. Away.”
“Shit,” Ichiro held still. He had spotted more Yakuza, about eighty yards away, visible through shifting layers of people between them. Their black suits did not give them away, but their sunglasses at six in the morning and tattoos that creeped up into their faces did.
“Yakuza ahead. You know, with the shriek you gave off up there, I kind of had expected this neighborhood’s dogs to have pricked their ears, turned their heads and then come here with wagging tails and hanging tongues, but I’m afraid you attracted the wrong kind of carrion eater,” Ichiro said.
They considered jumping into a taxi, but traffic was too dense and they would have gotten stuck, easy prey to the inked vultures circling them, when they spotted yet another group of Yakuza and Lisa’s eyes met with their leader’s eyes as he casually turned his head because somebody had brushed by him. She saw the recognition flare up in him. It was the guy she had knocked out with the railing just a few hours ago. His head was stitched and bandaged, and he looked like he was out to eagerly share the pleasure of these experiences with the one responsible: Lisa.
Ichiro now had seen them too. Agreeing without words, they pushed into the first door available and passed beneath the sign that announced a “Naito Kurabu”, throwing the heavy door aside and disappearing into the shady and cool building before the rapid steps they heard reached them.
After the initial cool on entrance, sweaty and warm air embraced them as they headed down the stairs, towards the sound of bass and beats getting louder and louder, thumping through the sweating walls and shaking the fundament of the rundown floor. They found themselves in the middle of a rave party, reality fragmented by strobe lights as people danced, shouted, drank around them, making it hard and tiring to push through and make headway.
When they tried to force their way, Lisa barged against a dancer and made her spill her drink, on which the woman immediately started cussing at Lisa with wild gesticulations illustrating her point. Hearing hardly anything between break beats and synthesizers, Lisa helplessly looked for Ichiro, who had not registered what had happened. When he tugged at Lisa to go on, the woman grabbed his arm and held him in place, throwing a hysteric fit and shouting at them. Ichiro looked at her, with her shirt full of English phrases as meaningful as most western kanji tattoos, the face all made up with flamboyant pink and turquoise war paint and tattooed lines as eyebrows that looked like a butcher’s stamp on a hung piece of meat, and she triumphantly asked him, “Whatcha gonna do now, you… you… baboon?! Hit a girl?” in Japanese while she did not let go of his arm.
With a short stroke his dry, compact right swinger connected with the woman’s pointy chin and sent her swirling to the floor, spinning like a shot P-51 between the flashes of light. “Sometimes people have the best ideas,” Ichiro said. “And I’m not a baboon. My ass is way too hairy for that.”
More hair there than on most 40-year-olds’ heads in fact, he thought.
Not there to watch the crash, or apologize, when a cluster of people formed to get the girl up from the dance floor, and in their effort delayed the Yakuza that unsuccessfully tried to force their way through, Ichiro pulled Lisa away.
They escaped through a fire exit and found themselves on the backside of the building and below a highway overpass. Without delay they climbed its stairs and hitched a ride with a passing cab.
Once inside the car, and turning away from the rear window, making sure they were not still being followed, Lisa said, “We can’t stay here.”
Araneus leant back in his car and relaxed. For a moment, right after he had shot Gray, he had been afraid that he might have been tricked, but the computer had really contained the file. Inaccessible as it was right now, his people would take care of it.
He lost himself in his visions and fantasies of what kind of world he would create. Just, structured, without strong or weak, but only a mass of equals beneath one power. And who would be better suited to power than the one who attained it on his own? At first they will afraid. Then they will respect me. Eventually, they will love me, Baystead thought, convinced of the truth. He would not be residing in feudal luxury, but in safe rooms and steering everything out of the shadows. Apply pressure where needed, cut where required. Only seldom would he give orders and directions. Nobody would know it was him.
The gauntlet of the past few years had been tiring. He had been afraid he would not be able to make it, and besieged from many sides had feared investigation as much as betrayal. But he had carefully made his way up, spun his web, had gained power and it all was about to bloom into his grand work now.
A rare smile stole itself onto his lips as he remembered how the order had picked up a troubled young woman in Europe and investigations had revealed her sister to be a scientist in classified government service: Sarah. He had considered it a sign that Sarah’s former fiancée had been in the military and had let himself be recruited into his agency as eventual leverage or tool. Back then he did not know yet what this would yield, and whether it would be of any use at all, but it seemed like something somewhat worthwhile could develop out of it. He had just been trying to better his odds, no matter how incrementally. Sure, he could have had things easier and quicker, and perhaps with less effort, but then his tracks would not have been covered as well. Now they were. Fate has smiled upon me.
And through the night the car traveled on, back to Baystead’s place. Fate moved on too, uncaring for those that fell behind.
He felt weightless. Suspended in black miasma he floated along, no sensation tickling his senses. He did not see the void surrounding him, but felt a vague something, and would he have thought anything, he would have wondered whether this was what it felt like to be beyond the end of the universe. There was no tunnel and there was no light, only the point of half-consciousness suspended in emptiness receding and growing smaller and weaker. It would not flicker, it would just shrink into non-existence. And it felt right and easy, the way it should be, and had he had any access to what was happening, it would have been idle curiosity in observing himself disappear.
It felt so nice and easy to have let go, like finally getting into rest rooms after having missed the last “No stop for 300 miles” sign and immediately getting stuck in a traffic jam. It was quite literally a transcendental feeling.
But something did not fit, did not mesh, did not feel like himself.
Gray.
He had heard something. Twisting and turning he tried to locate it but no matter what he did, he pointed in the same direction and it still was all the same, as if he had either not turned or everything was perfectly symmetrical in all axes.
“Gray!” he heard again, moved upwards by the sound and with the feeling of an elevator’s onset.
“Gray!” it resonated again and echoed through his mind. The world around him seemed to become brighter than before.
Then he began to remember. Remember, that there was unfinished business. Bills to be paid—in full.
He remembered that he had to push, to strain, to get back and keep up, and so as he started to float downwards again, he started pushing upwards. He could not have told with what he was pushing in what, but in his mind he did so as hard as he could and with a raised fist.
And then he broke through and the world exploded into color, sounds and smells, like the blossoming of a rose compressed into a tenth of a second and watched in close zoom.
It was not all rosy though as Gray noticed the flower’s barbs: The pain came. Crushing pulses radiated from his leg and his ribs and back. As if he had been shot.
Wait, I have been shot, he remembered. And he had found a grave, just not his own yet. He had stumbled and fallen into someone else’s.
The swirling mess of colors slowly cleared and Gray turned aside to groan “Water… ” to ease his parched throat.
“Hey, buddie, you OK? Doc, he’s back,” Gray heard a voice he did not recognize and the brightness had not subsided enough yet to see much.
“Thank God, I thought you were a goner. Wait, let me help you up,” another voice, one he did recognize, said. It could not have been more than two or three days that he had heard it.
Arms propped him and his vision cleared now onto a high-ceiled room with sparse interior and two men looking at him.
“Jake?!” he recognized the older one of the two men, and the surroundings as Jake’s underground loft. “What happened, why am I here?” he asked, confused that he found himself in the subsurface apartment where he had secured Catherine’s clothes a few days ago, the day after the DC facility had been hit.
“You were shot and-“
“Yeah, I remember that part, and guess I have the marks to prove it,” Gray said and fingered his bandages.
“Well, you survived. You always go out with a Kevlar vest?”
“I usually go out armed, so I go out armored as well. Keeps me warm. Besides, I’ve proven my assumption: I can’t outrun bullets.”
Happiness is a warm vest instead.
“Ouch,” Gray coughed as he turned his upper body, which felt as if sharp spears ripped through him.
“Don’t be such a wimp. None of the bullets penetrated the vest, although two of your ribs seem to be cracked. So, nothing major there. Your leg though… ” he hesitated, clearly uncomfortable about what he was to break. “I hope you don’t mind the hack job I did on your leg. The shot had strafed the artery and I had to sew it and the wound. You were lucky you fell into the ice cold water, which must have slowed down your circulation and gave you all the additional time you needed.”
“Water, yeah, I remember that as well. It all goes dark from there.”
“You remember when you’ve been here the last time? Some people we met on our way recognized you when they had seen a body drift by on a salvage run near a canal.”
“Me.”
“Yes. You must have floated there, unconscious and injured. They brought you here.”
“Quite the odyssey,” Gray remarked. “You got any painkillers around? My body remembers the travel better than my mind.”
When the pain receded, Gray tried to stand up. Stodgily, and shaking like a fresh-born doe, he staked the room on wobbly legs, occasionally grabbing support but getting back up to speed quickly.
“You’d better be careful with that leg,” Jake warned him. “I treated you with antibiotics, but you should get it checked nonetheless.”
Gray nodded, “Will do,” and looked around the room. It appeared exactly the way he had seen it the last time, down to the spot.
“Holy shit, what time is it? What date?” he blurted out. He realized he did not know how long he had been out cold. Cold.
“You’re not supposed to say ‘shit’. Fucks up your parlance,” Jake said. “But you’ve been out for more than thirty hours total perhaps. It’s four a-m and you skipped a day. We used the time to wash and dry your clothes and patch you up as well as possible.”
And they had done a remarkable job, Gray noticed. He was sore and aching, but with painkillers he would be able to go right on. And he would, even if it meant running himself into the ground.
“Where are my-“ he tried but was promptly interrupted by Jake pointing to the side and replying, “Over there.” The table contained all his personal belongings, neatly sorted.
“Even my cell phone! Does it still work?”
“It does. We also recharged it. Several time to be exact, as it keeps discharging quickly and sometimes shows other malfunctions.”
“Yeah, it’s been this way for a while now. One more thing,” Gray said and turned towards Jake. “Did anything happen on the surface in the meantime? Anything major?”
“Nope, not that I know of,” Jake replied. “And news travel fast here, even without TV and radio. Some things we know before you do.”
Feeling dented, yet generally in tolerable shape after his extended nap, Gray considered it time to leave. He was shown out again by Jake, following the old geezer’s hobble to the surface, and before he climbed the final steps towards the drainage exit, Gray felt like he had to say something.
“That’s it?” he asked.
“That’s it,” Jake said.
“Listen, Jake, I’d like to thank you, but-”
“Yeah, yeah, right. Not looking for Brownie points here. Just extend your own arm when the time comes,” Jake said while turning and was already on his way. His good-bye was just as abrupt as it had been the last time.
“Thank you,” Gray said into thin air instead, and was out to the upper world again, into the still and ongoing night.
It was surprisingly quiet and there were neither wind nor sound, only the quiet illumination of pale street lights cast over the place like a blanket of candle light, the fallen snow reflecting it and dipping the suburban world around him into a golden gloom. This part of town, wherever he was, was asleep and looked like cut out of an idyllic snow dome. He walked the peaceful streets, with dry snow grinding beneath his heavy steps, to no avail: None of the street names were known to him and his cell phone denied service, no matter how many times he shook and hit it in the good hope of it helping the sensitive electronic circuits, like it was for some reason generally expected to work for cars, TVs, radios and kids to fix them.
He plodded firmly on and discovered the inviting light of a Diner, the glass walls letting out its warm interior illumination onto the road. Gray passed some early birds’ parked cars in the lot on his way in and found the Diner to be warm and welcoming once he pulled the door open with a swoop and stepped through the greeting jingle. One half of the decoration felt like a high-class retirement home, just without the hospice patina that usually clung to them like a subtle but irritating smell and was desperately covered by a lot of plants. The other half of the mix felt like a Fifties’ diner of times of women in skirts and men in suspenders gone by. It was just what Gray needed.
He plopped down into one of the red leather seats at a window and sunk his head into his hands and felt the scraggly beard and the cuts and nicks of the past few days on his sandy, thin skin. He had a hard time believing what had happened the day before. Sarah, Catherine/Jane. Baystead. The data. The shooting. It all seemed so unreal. But it had not been a dream, it had not been a nightmare. It had been real, and he had to deal with it. His jaw clenched as if he could crush his problems by devouring them.
He knew Baystead controlled the office and was able to steer other departments, so Gray could not count on official help. He would have to get back to Ragnar, but needed time to come to terms with the events and the new circumstances, let things sink in and settle before rushing and shaking them again, having escaped death’s scythe by a stumble.
“So, what’s it gonna be, honey?!” he heard a voice coming from aside that startled him up from his borderline sleep.
“Oh, yeah, hi,” Gray said puzzled, rubbing and stretching his face. “Coffee, two club sandwiches, two pieces of cheesecake, and some water, please,” he ordered his early breakfast, feeling two day’s hunger.
“That’s gonna be all?” the waitress, who also tended the bar, asked with a friendly smile. “Don’t want you to go all hungry out of here.”
“Yes, thank you,” Gray said sheepishly.
He watched her walk off and look after the order. She could not have been older than 25, or 26. Cute, dyed black hair with burtonesque skull barrette in a pony tail, and only a touch of makeup around warm eyes that twinkled with life.
Gray looked outside and wondered about himself for feeling so well and centered. For too long had he felt like an extra to society, stray and uncared for. A life by proxy, very much like somebody only taking part through what he saw of other peoples’ life by standing outside in the cold night and taking looks at their warm and happy celebrations through a window that muffled and distanced everything.
He remembered how Rue had invited him for Christmas dinner once. Gray could not recall ever having felt that out of place before. He had felt like an asshole, as the familial harmony and shared happiness had been unbearable to watch for him, making him feel like a defective intruder who looked like it, but was not quite human. Under pretense of not feeling well, only partly false, he had left early and then spent the whole night driving. Through the city, over country roads, on little-traveled highways. Just to escape, or at least have the illusion of getting away, always on the move.
Later, Rue had told him that he had to stop pushing people away, to stop being afraid of letting other people close, but that had not been the problem. Gray had not been afraid. He had wanted people to be close, had wanted to share, had wanted somebody to know his scars without telling, just that this someone had to be Sarah. He had spent his share of nights unsleeping, haunted by confusion and the same thoughts over and over again, until the morning light had brought weak relief as he had fallen unconscious rather than asleep.
He would close that chapter. The last words had been written years prior, and it should have been closed equally long ago.
The next move would be a message to Tom Rue and a meeting with Ragnar. Both should know what was going on and he needed both for support. There were things to do.
The food came and when the waitress caught Gray observing her face while she put it down, she winked at him and said “The second dish is on the house. You look like you need it,” on which Gray only managed a confused “Thank You” and an awkward smile before she went back, whistling the punk song melody of the track playing in the background. Gray’s eyes followed her and he noticed again how trying to understand women provided wonder, amazement and incomprehension beyond any scale. Men and women remotely looked alike as a species, but he suspected the difference was much greater than the one from one oddly vegetable-shaped set of genitalia to the other, seeing as he had never been able to figure out women. Dogs for example were easier to see through, which made them such favored companions. They did not overstress the male brain.
Invigorated by his new hunger for life, and never having considered having a last meal before, Gray wolfed down the first half of the food and washed it down with the coffee, which to his surprise was excellent and none of the diner traps where the cup with unlimited refills costs a buck, yet the owner was still bound to make profit unless one kept drinking until the next leap year. It was very unlike the usual sorry excuse for coffee that looked like aquarelle painting waste water, with the taste of the cup’s detergent prevailing over an oily finish.
Unaware of his surroundings, he ravaged the second half and was about to finish his sandwich, when a woman he did not recognize let herself fall into the seat opposite him, reached for the dish with the cheesecake and told him, “You’ve got weird sleeping habits, you know?” before digging into the cake with the greatest delight.
“Err, first, that’s mine-“
“Oh, you know what they say: When in Rome, do as the Normans do,” she tweeted. “And real life has full loot.”
“And second, who are you?”
The woman, perhaps in her early twenties, had a young and naïve face that contrasted with the confident air about her and the way she carried herself. Brown shoulder-long hair, short cuddly nose and pink cheeks carrying impish amusement from the eyes. One of the cheeks had a fresh cut and there were some other smaller bruises about her arms and face he noticed, as if she had tried to force her way through a 40-man mosh pit.
“I’m deeply insulted you don’t recognize me. It’s not been long ago we talked. In fact, I for one, am quite happy to have finally found you, Mr. Gray.”
The moment she spoke his name, he recognized her.
“Lisa?”
“No one ever expects the Buddhist inquisition. Yes.”
“How come-“
“I am not in Japan anymore? It became… too intimate there. The Yakuza was on our track and we couldn’t stay any longer. Then you dropped off the screen for the past thirty hours or so and we were puzzled as what to do now. But luckily you are back and still alive. Although you do look like you played the role of a perfectly innocent cow half in the latest Rocky flick.”
“But, how did you find me, and who is ‘we’?” Gray asked, stumped by this meeting.
“As to ‘how’: Your cell phone.”
She pulled a PDA out of her pocket with a map of DC being shown and a red dot, triangulated from three stations, showing their position.
“As for ‘we’: Ragnar, my companion Ichiro who I sadly pulled into this, and me of course.”
“You can do this?” Gray asked and pointed at the PDA. He was quite sure that there was no civilian service to allow this kind of lookup. “And you know Ragnar?”
“Yes, it’s quite easy. It works by calculating your position from latency times. Once you know how to hack them, it’s a piece of cake really,” she said and took another spoonful. “I protected it from triangulation by anybody else now. As for Ragnar, we have something of a history.”
“I feel old. Are there only spies and hackers left in this world?”
Savoring the last spoon Lisa thought for a moment. “Probably not, but the rest does not matter as much in terms of national security.”
“Yeah… So, what’s up now? What happened in the last thirty hours? Where’s Baystead?”
“Baystead? Oh, never mind, you can explain everything once we are all together to save some breath,” she said and prepared to leave.
Gray tipped the waitress generously and managed a genuine smile to his “Thank You” as he paid and grabbed a newspaper from the bundle that had just been delivered, rolled it up and with it they were gone.
“Gray, Ichiro. Ichiro, Gray,” she introduced the two men in the car. “He’s been my bodyguard and is trustworthy enough to put my life into his hands.”
The man looked honest and straight enough to Gray, so he made the effort to trust him by second degree.
“Nice to meet you, Ichiro.”
“Dozo yoroshiku. Pleased to meet you.”
On their drive to Ragnar’s quarters Gray grew increasingly at ease with the two when they relayed their stories each. Lisa’s laconic conclusion on Catherine’s betrayal and uncomely death was a dismissive, “What a cunt.”
When the conversation had died down and everybody looked at the drowning outside world, Gray picked up the newspaper to read up on what he had missed and first hit the headlines: “Winter continues, air traffic stopped for at least 48 hours.”
Another read “Power lines in outer DC damaged. Power loss for hours.”
Yet another said “Two government officials murdered by rogue agent — Main suspect, Eric Gray, armed and on the run” and sent him into a coughing fit that carried searing pain along as his maltreated ribs were stressed. I am framed for murder!
“What’s wrong, what is it?” Lisa asked from her front passenger seat. Still coughing, bile phlegm creeping up his tongue, Gray handed the paper over and Lisa summed it up aloud and on the fly. “Yesterday evening, at 10pm, government officials Shane Keller and Jerome Wilson, agents with the Department of Homeland Security were murdered in the course of an investigation. The agents, allegedly tracking a rogue agent by the name of Eric Gray, out to sell classified data to terrorist parties, were murdered in a shoot-out with the suspect. Additional damage has been done by explosive charges placed by the suspect at the crime scene, making recovery and further investigation difficult. No other casualties were reported. The suspect, Eric Gray, is currently escaping arrest and considered highly dangerous as field operative with military background, authorities stated. Their advice is to not engage, but to immediately inform the police.”
“Shit. They killed Shane and Jerome.”
“And they frame you for it. All in a day’s work. Quite the busy bee. The picture here suits you, even if you changed a bit since then.”
Gray looked at it. It was him, but a few years younger, healthier, cleanly shaven and hair neatly slicked into an exact part. His official picture from the I3 files.
“Even using this old image I can’t move about freely now. And even worse, those two were the ones tasked with further investigating Sarah’s death. By Baystead of course. All they knew is probably now in his hands and his hands only.”
Gray felt the hate not only returning in a slow creep, but by storm, bringing its friends Wrath and Ire along to play.
“Baystead won’t hesitate to step over many more corpses to get at what he wants. We have to stop him as quickly as possible. If we think this is bad, what he really plans to do is probably beyond our imagination. That guy is crazy-fucking-loco. He was talking something of a new world order, a new society. Class A sociopath. Talking about the code he salivated enough to risk dehydration.”
“Um, I think you need to talk to Ragnar.”
“Why?”
“He hasn’t told you about Project Epiphany yet, has he?”
“No. What is it? I thought this was about the worm code.”
“Talk to Ragnar. There’ll be some more explaining to do,” Sarah insisted darkly. “Baystead got Project Epiphany?”
“Yes, as I told you.”
Lisa used the car mobile phone to open a line to Ragnar and put it on hands-free. “Ragnar, Baystead got the code. Project Epiphany.”
“Baystead. I see,” came Ragnar’s voice over the speakers as if he was in the car, giving him an eerie presence.
“You don’t sound very surprised,” Gray observed.
“Not without reason: I’m not. It was one of the possibilities I considered among many, although to my shame I did not put much of an emphasis on it,” he said and the early hour seemed to keep him from making the effort to suppress his Nordic accent.
The hours before Gray’s meeting with Baystead ran through Gray’s head again. He had had trouble remembering, but the fog receded and Ragnar’s voice freed the missing bit that had been lingering at the back of his mind, like the one grocery list item everybody forgets yet makes one uneasy until back home again.
“But, there is a backup!” Gray said, remembering what he had done in the car prior to the meeting.
“A backup? Where?” Ragnar asked.
“In the car!”
“Oh… I see,” Ragnar said in resignation after hearing the location. “I had the car retrieved yesterday after you vanished. It had been broken up and there were no items of interest lying around anymore. It’s completely cleaned out.”
“Brilliant!” Gray was excited. “I’m neurotic about backups, so I uploaded the files to your car’s navigation and music memory. It should still be there.”
“I’ll call you back,” Ragnar suddenly said and his voice cut out as urgently as if he had to go for a last-minute sprint to catch a heart surgery. When he called back a few miles later he seemed in better, nearly even good mood. “The data was still on there and we downloaded it onto our computers! My team’s analyzing it right now, so you better make your way here!”
“Sure,” Lisa dropped in again. “And then we’ve got to talk. It seems Gray doesn’t know the whole story yet.”
“Yes, but all in due time, all in due time,” he abated.
“I think that time has come. What’s ‘Project Epiphany’?” Gray asked.
“Don’t worry, I will tell you, but we need to patch you up properly first and then see how far we can go. A doctor is standing by here, and seeing the news right now, hospitals to treat gun wounds are out of the question.”
Unwillingly Gray accepted the delay and spent the rest of the drive watching the roads and the midnight blue night sky with its sparkling highlights as half-lit houses rushed by.
He felt peaceful, a melody slowly playing and sounding through his whole being, like an antique music box playing longing melodies of ancient origin. Melodies early hunters had been singing on their great hunts, melodies tribesmen had been humming on their initiation rites, left to hunger under the night sky to come cleansed into their new lives, melodies the seamen of ages past would whistle when leaving their wives to defy the raging seas for long weeks.
Still looking up he felt a sense of alignment.
This is not over yet.
Baystead sat at the window in his rooms at the Order and slowly sipped on maliciously hot tea while he watched the friary take up the day’s work.
Only a few candles burned in his room and threw their soft light onto the oaken furniture and myriads of old leather tomes, engulfing everything in warm ambience. He had not slept for a long while now, but he considered the abandonment of this luxury no great sacrifice in face of the work that needed to be done. I have to push and stay ahead of the curve, seeing things through to the end, where I can feel safer and allow myself rest.
Sitting there and looking through his ice-crusted window over the yard—cobblestone that looked like they were glued together with thick dirty slabs of play-dough—and onto the forests and fields as they gently swung in the wind, Araneus had thought about the confrontation with Gray and Catherine again. He actually did feel sorry for them—in a way—but his plans allowed no compromise or endangerment. The Great Work was too important to allow any potential threats.
Yet it bothered him that he had not been able to retrieve the bodies. It was as if the moment they had hit the water they were completely gone, yanked into uncharted depths and away from sight and hands. The searching had been without result.
He would have felt safer if they could have disposed of the bodies in a more traditional way, but Araneus entertained the hope that their bodies would be gone from view long enough to allow his plans to unfold.
The cup of tea still warmed his hands and the steam rose slowly through his view towards the ceiling when somebody knocked at the door.
“Come in!” Baystead commanded, his seat turned away from the door
“Father, excuse-“ came a robed disciple into the room.
“Cut to the point.”
“The data. Your presence is demanded.”
Interesting. Very interesting.
“I shall be there shortly,” he announced and the disciple took the hint and disappeared again.
And Baystead smiled.
“Hey, this isn’t the way to Ragnar’s house!” Gray noticed among the skyscrapers of downtown DC.
“Right, because we are driving to our new headquarters. Ragnar had anticipated the need for one and rented the whole seventeenth level in that building over there,” Lisa explained and pointed at one of the obsidian mirror monoliths that comprised the business area of DC. “It’s well guarded, has secure phone lines and is absolutely anonymous. Among the IT companies that run their server farms here our massive bandwidth, throughput and power consumption won’t be noticed.”
When they reached the seventeenth level by elevator, after having parked in the underground garage, the group was greeted by a large and empty complex of halls, floors and offices, filled with not much more than carpets and computers. A few people with nametags walked around, but did not pay attention to the newcomers.
“There you are, woe and misery,” they heard Ragnar’s voice cut through the air as he came to receive them. He ushered them all into his office and closed the door behind him.
“So, the data was complete and we are still analyzing it. The encryption does not look very substantial and we should see its contents within hours,” he said. “As for you,” he raised an eyebrow as he saw the sorry state they were all in, “I advise you to take a break until then.”
“I can’t,” Gray said, stating it as matter of fact. “I have to contact Rue and keep searching.”
“It would serve nobody’s purpose if you ran yourself into the ground. The way you look you are already walking on the gums of your teeth, not even your last leg anymore. I’d be willing to bet a substantial part of my property that, should you go out of this door as you are now, you won’t make it through the next three days.”
“I don’t care. I have to move on. I can’t just sit here and wait until somebody else’s results come in. I would have hoped I’m not that outdated and useless these days.”
“Will you let the medics take a look at you first at least? They’ve got some toys you are going to need. I thought it likely that you were beat up or dead when you disappeared, but I didn’t think that you’d be more on the ‘dead’ side of things yet still alive. It won’t take long, I promise,” Ragnar insisted. Then he pointed at the newspaper. “And you’ll have to do something about that as well,” Ragnar brought up when Lisa and Ichiro were already on their way out. Ichiro wanted to catch up with some of his acquaintances and Lisa wanted to take a look at the data to help the decryption.
Gray was led into another room in their new facilities and his wounds were cleaned, medicaments given and finally to his surprise he was presented with something that looked like light military body armor.
“This is a prototype from some biotech friends I have who quit military research and try to apply some of it to civil causes. The items are made out of a new thermoplastic chitin-Kevlar compound not yet available to the public. The corset will support your upper body and take stress of your ribs, allowing you to move nearly as uninhibited as if you were unharmed. It would dissipate the energy of a .357 Magnum if you get shot again. You seem to have a knack for that.”
“Insult, injury, something something.”
“At least learn from it. I only have that one prototype. The cast for your right leg is very similar, but it will also apply a local anesthetic over a period of seventy-two hours if not refilled. It’ll help regulate circulation, shield the wound and support the leg.”
“Gentlemen, we can rebuild him. We have the technology,” Gray cited with robotic intonation. “Do I get any other gimmicks? Talking cars? A noiseless gun with thermal aim calibration? Sharks, lasers?”
“You are neither helpful nor funny. And now get moving.”
Ragnar went back to the office and Gray was left to take care of himself and some new clothes.
When he stepped back into Ragnar’s office, where Ragnar and Lisa were talking, he did not look much like his newspaper photo. The photo had shown him as any mother-in-law’s greatest delight, whereas the Eric Gray that stood now before them was a radically different interpretation. The hair was shorn short and dyed into black from its prior sandy brown while a few-days-old black beard covered his jaw and looked like the wiry, barbed hair that covered a bird spider’s body. His jaw and cheekbones stuck out like scythe edges now that they were uncovered by the hair and twenty additional pounds of body weight he had on the photo, with his fiery eyes sitting deep in their pockets. There was nothing left of the nice boy that could be seen on the photo.
Worn Jeans and a heavy turtleneck completed his makeover and gave him a rougher look than the smart suit he had worn before. Now, he looked like a mix between John McClane and Nosferatu. A pissed off McClane and a damn hungry Nosferatu. Neither Lisa nor Ragnar would have recognized him if they had only known the photo.
“I need to contact Rue first. Can you hack a phone to give it a different caller ID?”
“Sure,” Lisa said. “They teach that on cereal boxes nowadays.”
“Give it the number from a payphone in the outer city areas.”
Lisa’s finger massaged the keyboard of the main computer in Ragnar’s spacious office before she handed him a cell phone.
Gray repeatedly dialed a number and hung up after a few rings each in a 3-1-4 pattern—their secret distress signal. “Rue’s going to meet me at 12am at the Dante statue in Meridian Hill,” he explained.
Gray took a seat at the conference table in the room, which albeit sizable only helped the furniture to fill a tenth of the large room Ragnar had taken.
“And now, let’s talk. What’s Project Epiphany? What else do I not know that I should know?”
“Aaah, Epiphany! First things first,” Ragnar sighed, sat down opposite Gray and sorted his tie, preparing himself for what was to come.
“Well, for starters,” Ragnar began, “you know that Sarah disappeared nine years ago and started working in secret government programs concerning information technology?”
“Yes.”
“She jumped into this rabbit hole to never be seen again in the civilian world, leaving everything and everyone behind. Especially you.”
“How about something I don’t know yet?”
Ragnar sounded sad when he continued, “Nine years ago, it was me who introduced her to the government and made her take her leave from the world.”
Gray’s fist jerked up, but did not move away from his body. His eyes blazed at Ragnar and while his Horus-face told tales of revenge, bloodshed and retribution in form of beak-cutting Ragnar into thin slices and feeding him to the young, Gray restrained himself with the utmost effort, vesuvian bubbling beneath the thin layer of self-control—fists closed and nails digging.
As much as Gray would have loved to pummel Ragnar over and over, he knew it would have been a hollow amusement. The beating would have been a substitute and left him emptier than before, like eating sugar instead of bread when truly hungry.
“What happened nine years ago?” Gray asked.
“Nine years ago I just quit Washington U’s computer sciences department and started my own companies. From a common project that kick-started one of the companies, I had been sharing a lot of lab time with Sarah and talked to her on work topics. It did not take me long to recognize her immense intellect and talent. She was a genius. A genuine, dedicated genius.”
“So?”
“So the deal was that she had the choice to work with the best scientists on this planet, have the most outrageous budget, be nearly completely free in her choice of research and have access to a mass of documents and papers that rewrites history as the rest of us knows it.”
“She had the choice to keep doing her job,” Gray summed up.
“Not just that. She had the choice to live her job to an extent rarely anybody can. She took the opportunity, and I wouldn’t blame her.”
“So you are saying I wouldn’t have been worth her time? That I would have been a bad choice and a waste?”
“No, I’m saying she as private person, as normal citizen, would not even have been worth it. She was a whole-grain, one-eighty proof scientist and would have withered like an unwatered flower had she not gone this route. She would have been a waste on herself if she had not taken this opportunity. She was a scientist because she could not help it. The ones with a calling do their work not for all the good it does them, but usually despite the utter lack of it. You’d be mistaken if you thought she didn’t suffer from it.”
Gray did not buy it, so Ragnar went on, “Do you think prodigies have the moral obligation to perform? Imagine somebody that had all the prerequisites to become the world’s premier biochemist and find a cure for AIDS, cancer or aging. Would he have an obligation to become a biochemist or could we allow him to become a car mechanic if he enjoyed it more? Or a political prodigy that could change the course of a whole country, continent or the world towards the better with her talents and skills of intelligence, diplomacy and psychology but would rather live as a housewife and chip away her days with giving birth to cute suckers and baking double-chocolate cookies. Should she be forced to become a working politician?”
“No.”
“No. Of course not. You don’t think so and neither do I. Some would disagree, and they might have a point and even be right, but I don’t. I think it should be a choice and it is a valid choice in our opinion, whichever way they decide? But wouldn’t it be preferable if somebody gifted made his talent the most important thing in his life, making the most out of himself?”
“Probably.”
“And on the rare occasion of having a combination of such talent with the will to perform, like we had in Sarah, do you think it would make sense to deny her this choice just because she was with you? Would your egocentrism have been worth wasting her?”
It was bitter medicine that did not go down easy and the insight that he had wasted a major part of life did not make it easier to admit his conceit: Sarah’s life had not been about him, and rightly so. And I might have been better off if my life had not only been about her.
“Don’t you see? If she had not decided as she did, she might not have been the Sarah you loved. Another person you could have loved as well perhaps, but not the Sarah you knew. Everything that made her herself was also everything that dictated her choice. Socrates passing up on the cup would not have been Socrates, even if we might wish he had.”
“But what was so important? What made her finally go?” Gray asked, reserved but accepting the idea that she might have had a reason.
“Epiphany.”
Gray blinked. “She didn’t strike me as particularly religious and open to mystic experiences, but don’t quote me on that. Been a while since I’ve seen her. Don’t know what you crazy folks did to her.”
“Your attempts to cope with sarcasm are laudable. Anyhow, before I explain Epiphany to you, I have to come clean with another fact about me.”
“You are Batman?”
“No, I’m head of the Brotherhood of Babylon.”
Ragnar and Gray heard Lisa snorting and turned their heads. Both had forgotten about her presence as she had gone to the other end of the room to listen to Gray and Ragnar while working on her computer.
Ignoring her again, Gray went first, “I thought that was a hoax!”
“Oh no, we are no hoax and we are well alive.”
“The secret brotherhood?”
“Brotherhood? Oh no, we make kick ass funk music with our band- Of course I’m talking about what everybody else knows as Brotherhood!” Ragnar raised his voice, which for some reason never sounded as amused as his words hinted at.
“Is this going to be a history lesson? If so, save it for later.”
“Good, because after all we are a hoax and exercise in creative historical spin. Everything written about them is written by us. It’s conspiracy nerd humor if you will, to keep ourselves amused with what we do. All we are is a bunch of scientists looking to use science morally to mankind’s benefit, loosely cooperating, but not even a real group worth the label ‘association’.”
“OK,” Gray nodded. He had more pressing things on his mind. “What did Sarah research that was so important to her?” he asked.
“Life.”
“Why, yes, that explains a whole lot of nothing.” The explanation that was none to Gray hung in the air like a lazy Sunday afternoon cloud on a pastel blue sky: Pretty, potentially profound, potentially not, highly unapproachable and ultimately unusable. “Care to elaborate?”
But Ragnar was not vexed. “You know what life and our reality in general are made out of?”
Gray knew that “Stuff” would not have been an answer prospect to earn him any respect or admiration. “No,” he said.
“Patterns. Everything is a pattern. You are who you are because of your structure and relation of parts that differs from somebody else’s structure and relations. You are a pattern. The atoms in your body are completely exchanged every seven years, but you remain the same. How is that? Because what matters is not the atoms themselves, but their arrangement. Music of course, daily routines, habits, evolution, communication, interaction, genetics. It’s all in patterns. A pattern is what sets an entity apart from the goo of non-existence—information instead of noise. Energy, matter, genes, memes: We all are just avatars of the information, the patterns, we represent. Life is a pattern and reality a dance of shifting patterns and probabilities.”
Gray shrugged his shoulders. “But what’s the point to all of this? Where is the link?” he asked.
“That’s where we come to Epiphiny,” he said and stressed the second ‘I’.
“Epiphany,” Gray said and stressed the ‘A’.
“No, really, trust me on that. Epiphiny,” Ragnar insisted. “You know what irrational numbers are?”
“Numbers that cannot be expressed as a fraction of two integers.”
“Right, numbers that have no pattern or end in their decimal places, that defy our previous ode to patterns. Numbers we can only derive to some extent by functions and algorithms, which makes them look more like verbs than mere numbers.”
There was near-religious fervor in his voice and Gray was pretty sure that Ragnar would have kept talking if Gray just left and got something to drink to return twenty minutes later. Philosophy, mathematics and conspiracies at four in the morning, after having been shot and hunted did not make the world look sane to Gray. It made the world look like a Twilight Zone episode directed by the Wachowski Brothers to the tune of the X-Files theme. He felt like having a beer and watching a game after a good night’s sleep, but forced himself back to listen to Ragnar.
“Or so one would think,” Ragnar rattled on. “For example the Euler number, ‘e’, the base of natural logarithms can be used to describe many things between bacterial culture growth through species population to stock market prospects and yet it withdraws itself from being completely known to us. Or take the number Pi. Our world and thoughts are full of circles and round objects, yet we can’t fully grasp the number that governs their ideal form. This number has probably driven more mathematicians into madness, death or marriage than most mental diseases.”
“I think I get the point,” Gray interrupted him, annoyed by the lecture.
“Oh, no, you don’t. Not yet, or you would have said something else,” Ragnar smiled. “You will have a hard time believing what is still to come.”
“I think I’m beyond lead pursuit there.”
“Then buckle up Dorothy, cause Kansas is going bye-bye. The last exemplary number is phi, the Golden Ratio.”
“The factor of about 1.618 that is supposed to govern much of our aesthetic senses, walking the line between creepy perfect symmetry and unattractive perfectly imperfect asymmetry. Man, post-structuralists would have a field day describing it.”
“Yes. Your heterogeneous philological record serves you well it seems. Da Vinci’s anatomy, Socrates symbol of his secret society, the architecture of the ancient Greek Parthenon, our sacred credit cards, the legal paper format, cosmetic surgeon’s masks – it permeates much of our public space, yet it is another number our mind cannot nail down, much like a Chihuahua can’t transport a basketball in its mouth, gliding off something that’s simply too big for its grasp.”
“Some of those examples are not very exact though.”
“Yes, but you have to look at the bigger picture. Of course there are deviations, but important is what they gravitate towards in their whole: The Golden Ratio.”
“And these numbers that escape us rule the universe?”
“To some extent, yes. E, Pi, phi-“
Gray cut him off. “E-Pi-phi. Epiphi-ny? What is ‘ny’ then?”
Ragnar smiled again, something his face did not really seem to be used to, showing odd lines, completely different from the wrinkles he had.
“Ny. The function to derive patterns in those supposedly irrational numbers, and combining them, we called Ny.”
“Patterns in irrational numbers?”
“Oh, yes. Science is a business of models and not realities, math one of axioms and definitions. Perhaps we’ve been wrong. New approaches happen all the time, some successful, some not,” Ragnar explained. “If you consider something impossible, at least get out of the way of those who are going to do it. And Sarah was not only a talented and methodical computer scientist, but also a gifted mathematician as you know yourself. Her Magnum Opus was the reconciliation of e, Pi and phi, finding patterns to them and with it—the key to life, the meaningful arrangement of our reality, still assuming that life can be expressed as pattern. And if this should prove impossible, she might at least have found a strong pattern analysis algorithm, perhaps good enough to serve our purpose. History is full of people that tried just the same.”
Now that seemed like nonsense to Gray. “I think I would have heard about that.”
“You surely did. Just most of it was disguised as something else. And you don’t need to go far back to find examples. Take Newton, one of our greatest scientists and mathematicians. He spent thirty years of his life with closely guarded alchemy, wrote a million words on it, which is more than about any other topic, even physics. Much of what is considered alchemist script was encoded mathematics or algorithms. And what would the Philosopher’s Stone be? Turning lead to gold? Another metaphor for switching patterns and perhaps turning dead into living. It would be the function that would establish a pattern to give life to something. Ny, if you will.”
“And history is littered with such tries and hidden research?”
“Absolutely!” Ragnar acknowledged empathically. “Emerald Tablet? Telling the nature of the primordial substance and its transmutations, as it says? Of course ‘the one pattern’ and life as its transmutation. Ny. The Holy Grail? Symbol of Christ and blessed with otherworldly power to grant immortality? Ny. Fountain of Youth? Keeping your pattern as living entity intact for indefinite time, reinforcing your pattern against entropy. Ny. It all always boils down to descriptions of something that can give eternal life or godly power beyond imagination or enable transformation, and that would be something to understand and alter your pattern and the patterns of everything else, shaping reality as you wish. Changing it like you change notes in a melody. What do you think the Knights Templar found in the East, making them one of the most powerful and rich groups?”
“But, having ‘Ny’, or the knowledge of this function or patterns sounds like becoming God. Why were they content with their worldly achievements. Why aren’t we yet under the rule of an immortal demigod dictator if Ny was real?”
“Because it’s not the same as being God, and knowledge isn’t the same as skill. Knowing something doesn’t immediately mean you can apply it. Knowing what a guitar looks like and having one doesn’t mean that you can play it. Conversely, knowing what specific signs or languages look or sound like does not mean that you can use or speak the language. Or knowing the notes, but not being able to reach them with your given voice. I think they lacked the technology and knowledgebase to make real use of Ny if anyone ever in history really knew it. Personally, I think Beethoven is as close in his music as anyone ever got before, and out of pure intuition at that.”
Gray sat back and stretched his arms. What Ragnar was telling him did not sound like anything his history teachers would have taught, but really like something for mad nutters to slaughter each other over. And Gray was no mathematician or scientist. He could not even explain in detail how a TV worked, even if his life depended on it (“Some sorta cannon. I guess.”).
“So, chances are that it won’t even turn somebody into God nowadays?”
“God? Perhaps not. But into somebody very powerful. There would be no encryption secure, no lock worth its weight. He might crash whole economies with few financial actions that dissipate the economic pattern, destabilize entire regions, manipulate elections and people alike. I think the possibilities defy our imagination,” Ragnar said. “We might even have the technology to finally realize immortality with genetic manipulation, retro viruses and nanotechnology.”
It sounded like science-fiction, but Gray did not need to look at the beliefs of people having lived mere decades ago to know that one could be hit and run over by scientific progress. Much like somebody that did not believe in machines moving on their own had not been safe from being overrun by an 80-ton steam train while reading animal traces.
But what Ragnar had presented to him seemed oddly disjointed and Gray did not know which part of the research was the important one now: the very real worm code or the possible, yet esoteric pattern function.
“Yes, that’s the very crux of the matter. Each on their own is powerful, perhaps powerful enough to do a lot of damage we can’t afford. Or grant political power to make life worse on earth. Or save it. But the real kicker comes when we combine them,” Ragnar said. “You still don’t see it?”
“I’m sorry, no. But we are so far out of my depths that I could consider anything possible. Anything would stick.”
“I see,” Ragnar nodded. “Riddle me this: If I gave you 50kg oxygen, 20kg carbon, 10 kg hydrogen and 5kg other miscellaneous elements, could you build a human from that?”
“I wouldn’t know how to transform the material and how to arrange it.”
“And if I gave you the knowledge of how everything had to be arranged and balanced, but only gave you a piece of coal to do it?”
“I’d lack material to represent the whole structure.”
Cogs locked and through a series of links, chains, connections rustling and rattling, topped with a bit of pachinko luck to hit the right slot in his brain, Gray made the connection. He finally got what Ragnar had been researching, he understood what Sarah had twice sacrificed her life for. He even understood the role Ragnar played.
“You know,” Gray said to Ragnar, ”when I first entered your private office and looked at the books you read, I thought the room looked like it could be Frankenstein’s library.”
“So, you know what we are trying to achieve?”
At least he thought so.
“You are trying to create AI. Artificial Intelligence as artificial life. The worm code is supposed to distribute the load over as much processing power as possible, creating the biggest single processing unit in distributed form ever,” Gray explained Ragnar’s plans to Ragnar himself. “And the Ny function or algorithm is used to initialize the whole program and be part of it to maintain it. It’s the AI’s blood and soul.”
“That had been our plans. Amass the computing power, use it to run a simulation of a brain and then bring it alive with the Ny function and pattern.”
“So Illion, your Internet service, really was supposed to be the launch platform, hitting as many computers and devices as possible.”
“Yes, even if we developed this idea quite late and had the primary plan to ‘buy’ unused processing cycles on the systems with our services. The worm developed out of a proof-of-concept for rapid software deployment, platform-independent development and protection against other malware… and the option to go ahead if legal hurdles came up or powerful third parties interfered with our interests.” He paused. “What do you think we need all the user-generated data for, and why we index all available, humanly processed information? It helps us understand how human consciousness works. It is useful data we integrate into Athena.”
“Athena?”
“Don’t ask me why, but among us the notion formed that ‘she’ would be essentially female. Athena, the world’s first Strong AI, connected to and controlling every computing system and device in this world. Assuming it works out. Even if not, there’s been enough byproducts of the research to justify the effort already. We’ll try our chances.”
“Isn’t it an enormous gamble to bet your billions and the stability of our electronics-dependent world on the simulation of something we have about six billion of as you simulate a single brain?! What kind of bet is that?”
“Well, it’s not only a human brain, but the simulation of a superhuman brain in size and scope. We expect her to analyze and improve herself once she’s up and running, doing so recursively.”
“What’s this expectancy based on? Surely not us humans, because you’d better look around. Our world is fucking broken and the signs don’t exactly point upwards. And we don’t do a lot of that thinking-and-reflecting stuff, and even less of the improving stuff,” Gray said.
“Yes, but Athena will be brighter than our brightest, solving the problems we can’t solve,” Ragnar said with quickening pace. “Athena could save this world. What better use could there be for this company?”
“Wouldn’t the world have been better off if you cashed in your stocks and took the money you seemingly don’t need to those that need it, if this was all about improving the world?”
“You don’t understand. The poor are exactly the kind of people that need me to have the money and the company,” Ragnar insisted.
“What kind of twisted logic is that?”
“What kind of naiveté is that? Nobody, no matter how wealthy or rich will abolish world poverty and hunger, create justice and instill peace. These are political conditions and once I had spent all my money it would be gone, only the fewest would have gotten a bit of insubstantial help and within days it would be business as usual, just that I wouldn’t matter anymore.”
“So this is still about you?” Gray asked.
“Of course it is in a way. You want to know what I need the money for? To be able to work as a relay, influencing the flow of even more money. The money I have is my entry card into the circles of even more money and power, and playing my cards right, I can mobilize many times more than I personally own and even change political conditions!” Ragnar nearly shouted, talking himself into a rage as he confronted Gray’s accusations and saw himself as the victim of ignorance. “This money, and the power through Illion is what gives me weight and voice on this stage that is our world. Money’s worth always depends on the one that uses it, and by God, those with no money and no perspectives need as much of us with our senses left to change the playing field. THIS is what I need the money for, because religiously motivated science only progressed as far as witch trials go and usually end up with somebody drowning,” he said and Gray had the impression that Ragnar had caught himself just in time before hurling an insult his way. “And temporarily it’s catching on with other rich people as well. Being social is the new black.”
“Are you two finished fighting like little girls now? What about handbags at dawn? Careful before anyone gets hit with limp-wristed cotton ball throws between all your giggling!” Lisa let herself be heard again from her working place. “Besides, you both would be well advised to catch some sleep. The latest ETA for the decryption is approximately six hours while our complete research team is looking for clues on Baystead, so you should catch some shuteye!” she commanded them while still looking at her own screen.
Gray glanced at his watch. Six a-m. Time had flown by during their talk as if it had tried to steal away unnoticed.
“Right, I’ll go get some sleep before meeting Tom,” Gray said and got up from his chair, rubbing his short and stubbly hair which he had still to get used to. The last ten minutes had been entirely too far out for him and the notes B flat, C, A flat, A flat an octave lower, and E flat started playing in his inner ear. He was happy to get away.
Ragnar nodded, yet remained perfectly still otherwise and Gray started to doubt whether he ever slept as he sat there like an aristocratic patriarch, looking important enough to have time set itself by his measure, yet unmoved, unfettered, just waiting for Gray to leave so he could do something else.
“Sweet dreams,” Lisa remarked and Gray wondered whether she had injured her neck and was caught in a rigor as she refused to dignify anyone with a look and typed away, head straight at her screen.
There was nothing he could do at the moment. The files were being decrypted, Baystead investigated by people that lived the information business more than any agent ever had, and all that was left for him was to wait for his meeting with Tom Rue, uncomfortable about putting him in Baystead’s line of fire.
Gray went to an uneasy sleep, haunted by dreams filled with running, scraping metal, narrow gaps, escaping, anxiety and falling. Lots of falling.
I shouldn’t have gone to sleep, Gray thought as he ploughed through people populating the sidewalks near the park. His head pounded with dull pain that ran down his spine and constricted his throat by lingering on the back of his tongue, making him feel nauseous like after a prime poisoning. The fresh air and light eased the ill-feeling, but that was like considering a badly mutilated arm with a band-aid slapped on the eased form of a badly mutilated arm.
People went close by, and although he had seen his own photo on the TV news this morning, before coming to the park, nobody recognized or even registered him. He was just one among many on this Saturday morning, where people strolled around for leisure. It was a busy day and that suited the planned meeting very well, being hidden in sight and now covered even better by all the bodies and traffic.
Catching glimpses at the newspapers some carried around Gray had read headlines about phone and internet access being down in northern DC. Some news outlets reported a new storm front coming their way and reaching them this evening, ending the short respite of light and quiet people enjoyed. The press reported of the storm’s near biblical scale, painting a picture of cataclysmic proportions, as if the four horsemen of the apocalypse rode downwind.
Gray had left the others at the HQ and had come to the Park early while Ragnar and Lisa were still occupied with cracking the encryption on Sarah’s recovered data.
His hands firmly lodged in the pockets of his leather jacket, Gray approached the meeting point at the Dante statue.
From afar he already saw Tom waiting. His wealthily softened behemoth stature towered over the other people and he looked nervous, fidgeting around and looking repeatedly at his watch in intervals that did not justify lowering his arm.
Gray hesitated. Am I being shadowed? Is this a trap?
He sidestepped behind a tree and watched Rue for a few minutes, but could not see any system to his glances. It did not look as if he was giving signs to anybody. It looked safe. About to step out and walk towards Rue, a young woman that belonged to a bypassing Christian Youth Association by her looks tugged at Gray’s sleeve and smiled a blissfully demented smile at him. She held out a pink flyer and empathically tweeted “It takes 42 muscles to frown and only 23 to smile!” like it was the profound insight Gray had been missing no moment of his life.
“Yeah, and only four to pull a trigger, so fuck off,” he told her and saw her stiffen like a fainting goat about to tip over, before she pulled herself together and hurried away.
There goes my window seat in heaven.
Rue did not recognize him until he went right by and took position at Rue’s side, where he spoke, “Hey, long time no see,” into the thin air in front of himself. It took Rue some moments to recognize the haggard and sable appearance.
“Dear Lord, Gray, what happened? You look like death! And what’s going on? Jerome and Shane are dead and the reports claim you did it!” Rue said, throwing the words at Gray in agitated bellows as if he was about to give Gray a hiding. “You can’t imagine how relieved I was to get the signal tonight!”
“The files say that? Interesting,” Gray stated with no emotion. “Let’s walk.”
They set off to mingle among the other visitors as they talked. “It’s Baystead,” Gray said without introduction. “He had them killed, he tried to kill me, he killed Sarah and he killed her sister, Catherine.”
“Baystead?! That’s quite an accusation, you know?!”
“Do you seriously think I killed them?!”
“Not seriously, and not at all,” Rue said, his gravelly voice pushing effortlessly through the surrounding noise. “But, goddamn, Gray, what happened?! People are going apeshit and Baystead hasn’t been in for the last two days, only delegating everything by phone.”
Gray was afraid of confusing and losing Tom if he told him everything about Athena. It sounded too far out to be believable on a sober Saturday morning such as this, in bright daylight, between young families with their rosy-cheeked kids padded enough to look like walking little Michelin mascots, old couples looking to enjoy some of the rare sunrays and a bunch of kids running around with super soakers trying to freeze everything in sight.
“You remember Sarah’s secret government research that disappeared with her death?”
“I do. What about it?”
“Baystead was after it. Do you know anything about him other than that he’s the head of department? Anything about his past?”
Tom brooded over the question. “No,” he finally said. “Only goes as far back as his military days really. As for his present,” another pause, “I know nothing. Neither where he lives, who he converses with, what he does. Nada. Zip. And I don’t think anybody else knows more to be honest.”
“Don’t you think that’s a bit odd, even among us agents?”
“Somewhat, yes. But Baystead’s always been reserved and distanced, so everybody just thought he valued his privacy and was well settled. And you wouldn’t really start spying on him unless you wanted to attract suspicion.”
“Value his privacy? That’s rich. I bet he does,” Gray said, grinding his teeth as if he was mauling Baystead’s neck. “Nobody controls the controller, eh? The old n+1 problem.”
Gray told him of his meeting with Baystead after he had left the office and how he had been strung along into Baystead’s service.
“What was he after? What was the research about?”
“A polymorph virus that allows the infestation and control of nearly every computing device available today. It’s like having the world by the balls. Defense systems, power grids, government administration, hospitals, emergency systems. Everything. You name it, he’d control it. The world would be his oyster.”
“Why? Why should he do this? Blackmailing governments?”
“That’s what reasonable people would do, but he sounded like had some garden-variety lunacy plans. Mumbled something about a new world order, where all men were equal… with him being more than the rest, ruling us hairless monkeys.”
“Lunatic? He certainly did not look that part.”
“I thought so too before he shot a woman in cold blood before my eyes, not minding shooting me thrice in the back as I tried to escape. You know what most neighbors say about the convicted sociopath that lived next door for twenty five years. ‘I would have never thought’ and ‘He was such a nice guy. It’s a shame,’ and ‘But he was a member of the YMCA!’ although this should have been a dead giveaway.”
Tom shook his head as they walked on through the park. “You wouldn’t blame me for considering this all to be hard to believe?”
“No. In fact, most multi-level marketing scams probably look more believable than that. But you need to trust me. I didn’t do it.”
“Still, he shot you?” Tom sounded as if Gray had told him that he had seen the sweet old lady that was Tom’s grandmother rob a liquor store, do a drive by shooting and address everybody with “motherfucker”. In spoken cursive.
Gray opened his jacket a bit and pulled up the pullover to show the prototype medical cast. “Nice, isn’t it. Ex-military prototype that keeps me together at the moment.”
Gray dodged a snowball that flew by just in time and heard bright children’s voices laughing before they ran off.
“You know, our whole department is looking for you as ordered by Baystead. I would have to take you in.”
“He sent you on a wild goose chase, as he considers me dead. He sent you all to find my cold, dead body for him so he can be sure I’m jamming with Jimi. He’s using you. And what he told you about the NSA having their eyes on us? I don’t think its true, but rather a ploy to have a temporary scapegoat and have us isolated somewhat from them, or treat them with more suspicion than warranted.”
Gray felt that he was slowly cracking Tom’s shell of disbelief, eroding the misconceptions about Baystead and the office.
“If you need a starting point, three days ago we’ve been attacked at the Hamilton house by a group of commandos, some of them left dead. Even if these were Black Ops, you might find some paper trail. I don’t think they were briefed in full and didn’t know what was going on, but somebody had to give commands to them. Start there.”
“You serious?”
“If they had left any dog tags, I might have taken them. I should print a t-shirt saying ‘I was attacked by commandos, and all I got was this lousy cracked rib.’ I’ve heard the written word carries a lot of authenticity for some. Enough to believe the craziest shit. Like creationism for example.”
“Hey, calm down, I’m on your side. Stop pissing at my leg.”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to, but saying that the current situation is frustrating is quite the understatement.”
Tom looked at his watch and bowed his head before he began looking around nervously again. “Listen, Eric. There isn’t much I can do for you at the moment. I will run some background checks and try to uncover any irregularities, especially on that military operation. And I’m not going to arrest you, but,” he gave the words a weight as if he wanted to speak in bold, uppercase letters, “I cannot provide you with any active support,” he said. And then after a slight delay added, “I’m sorry,” again. “Where are you staying at the moment?” Tom finally asked as he disgruntledly shoved along, already preoccupied with the thoughts and speculation running through his head.
“I’d rather not say. The less you know the less you are at risk of being targeted. Listen, Tom, if you find anything on Baystead, contact me, because he could be hours or minutes away from decrypting the code and who knows how long it’s going to take him to put it into action. He could be at it this minute. Try to contact him and keep him occupied with formal issues. Annoy him. Make him drop the ball. Perhaps learn where he is right now. It could buy some time and might prompt him to play it safer for now.”
“Will do. Too bad I can’t do more for you at the moment, but forcing the hand could result in an even worse loss.”
Tom Rue’s sullenness had evaporated bit by bit and now the grumpy but decisive man Gray knew pulled himself back into command. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit, Eric. Something’s seriously screwed here and doesn’t feel right. I’ll try to get some feedback from some old friends of mine. What you have told me certainly fits with some other quirks and oddities I didn’t pay much attention to before, but now they get a new context. I’ll get to the bottom of this.”
Gray understood. The meeting had been successful enough. After all he knew that Rue had a wife, four children, a house and a whole life apart from the job. And he was willing to put all that and his own life on the line for Gray, even if as careful as possible. Gray knew to appreciate it.
He stopped walking and pulled Tom over to the side with a wave of his hand before he said, “Don’t let him get on your trail and don’t do anything foolish. He won’t hesitate or hold back. I know you know that, but I needed to have it said again. And don’t let your knowledge of me still being alive ring through when in contact with him. Pay attention.”
“I will.”
The two men made their farewells, each one ready to go his way and do what had to be done.
“Oh, and, Eric?” Rue said and turned around after they had already taken a few steps in separate directions. “It feels good to have you back. No matter what shit you lived through in the past days, it’s good see you,” he said, gave a casual salute with two fingers and turned around to disappear between the other people.
On his way back to the car, Gray’s gaze wandered over the park. He spotted a little spider dart over a rusty hand rail towards its net and could virtually feel his brain shift around to access something he had forgotten, something that had been pushed back. He looked at the Spider again, hoping to kick-start the thought that would uncover the memory. Spider… Spider… Arachnid… ? he tried. Not quite… Damn, I can’t concentrate with all that noise around me! Noise… Araneus! Catherine called him Araneus! Frater Araneus! he remembered and took larger steps towards the car.
Then, the screaming began.
“This is what we have decrypted so far,” the scientist said to Baystead in the bright computer lab of the Order. The room looked like the interior of a 1980s anime space station with its glossy white surfaces, rounded lack of angles and blue-tinged overhead neon lamps bathing the room to a soundtrack of 19” processing racks that hummed their ventilation sound in Gregorian unison.
“How useful is it?” Baystead asked through his mask.
“Less than one could wish for, but more than one should be allowed to wish, considering the peculiar circumstances of its inception-”
“Does this look like a customs office? Spare me your hawthornian wanking! What’s wrong with the data?”
The scientist, a ferrety little man with thick-rimmed spectacles gulped nervously. “The encryption was stronger and weaker at the same time than previously suspected,” he said, sweat escaping his forehead like water from a wrung sponge. “While we had no idea how long it would take to decipher the content, we were surprised by the ease and expected a quick result.”
“Why isn’t there a result yet?!” Baystead was not pleased, and his subordinates had no trouble picking this up despite the plain mask hiding his features.
“The decryption we worked on was just a wrapper for another level of encryption. We don’t know how long it-”
“Do not try to avert responsibility,” Baystead warned him.
“I don’t,” the scientist tried again, fighting the urge to run. “Please, see, it is more… ”
“What did the outer layer contain?”
The scientist’s eyes ferreted back and forth in fear, between his desk and Baystead’s questioning face. He gulped. “I’m not sure you want, it’s song, and-“
“Play.”
With cramped shoulders the man hit a key and nervously fiddled with the volume control of his monitor speakers. 1980s drums set in, accompanied by synths, and a tortured voice cranked out, “Nevveeer gonna giiiive you uuuup, never gonna llllet you dooown! Never gonna run arooouuund, and desert yooouuu!!”, the sound filling the whole hall.
“The delay depends on-”
The scientist saw Baystead’s shoulders sag and hastily added, “The delay should not be more than a few hours in any case! This evening already everything should be readily decrypted and the new systems up and running!”
“Good. I expect to see progress. You should be aware of the consequences if not.”
“Sir,” the man before Baystead started again, “please don’t hurt them. Please. I don’t know what I would do without them!” he pleaded and looked desperate.
“That,” Baystead said, still somewhat puzzled and blindsided by the song, “remains to be seen. Do what is asked of you.”
He left the room and had a walk in the garden to calm down. His source had revealed that Gray was still alive. He had been well prepared in regard to inside information and this night had brought the first signs of Gray’s continued existence. While he had no clue how Gray could have survived, he guessed he would be better off to deal with it instead of perpetually wonder how it came to be. I, we, cannot afford to be stopped by his effort of deluded righteousness. His loss is regrettable, but in the greater scale of things he is just another chip in this world’s smoothing.
Araneus knew what was at stake. He had it ingrained into his brain in pictures he would never forget and that still made his sleep uneasy at best.
He had seen drug lords mutilate starving children, who had stolen an apple out of the garden. He had seen a group of east European nouveau riche buy pre-teenage girls as if they were a mere commodity, to be abused in sick rituals and then be disposed like dry-bled meat puppets. He had seen dictators dip dissidents into burning Napalm, had seen them spike and roast their eyes, had seen them break bone after bone after bone with dull hammers and crush their joints as final highlight.
And he had held a boy dying.
And worse, much of it had been covered by the people that had ordered him there, by the people that had a vested interest in pleasing these brutes.
They all were filth, scum and dirt that needed to be purged.
He had no illusions about the nature of man. Beasts they had been millennia ago and beasts they were still. Living in different caves, covered in different furs, chewing their food with different spices, but beasts they were nonetheless. Not semi-beasts, not domesticated primates, but beasts. Savage, egoistic, opportunistic and never ones to decline any kind of carnal pleasure or idle complacency.
And then there were the passive, yet no less detestable ones. Those that let the people of their own country hunger, never reaching out, never helping. Those that let things decay in this world’s corrupted nature.
He adored what man could be, he despised what man was.
Oh yes, I will clean this world and make it a world worth living in. It will be perfect. A paradise.
He went back to his office for further preparations.
“Help! Somebody please help!!” Gray heard a shrill, tickling, female voice scream over the background noise as he turned around and caught sight of a woman panicking at the fountain he had just passed, flailing her arms as she ran to the ledge and then reached out into the water. “Danny!” she screamed and her voice distorted as if it was about to burst into pieces like shot glass. People around her stood their ground like embarrassed calves and slowly inched away, not wanting to get involved or be blamed while the mother could not get herself to jump in. “My son fell into the fountain! Please!”
Gray already fell a step into a run towards the fountain, when his view grazed a police officer’s uniform less than a quarter mile away.
If he jumped into the pool now and managed to fish out the boy, the police officer would already be there and would have some questions by the time he resurfaced. And there was no way that a briefed officer on patrol would not recognize him in close distance. But if he turned away and left the scene to go after Baystead, the boy could be dead by the time somebody else arrived.
And the more time he spent thinking about it the surer the kid’s life expectancy trajectory would pass the event horizon towards death.
It was not just a dilemma, it was being stuck between a rock and a hard place and a closing steamroller.
Time ticked, slowly but determined. Inevitably.
Gray leaped.
The moment he crossed the water’s surface the cold punched the air out of his lungs and he felt the instant need to dive up again, but instead propelled himself deeper into the water, his bronchia burning empty and joints already aching and being pulled apart with cold pain. He tried to open his eyes tentatively and the water stung and seemed to turn them into jelly, yet he could hardly see anything. But he noticed a thrashing shadow, still meters away.
He closed them again and dived towards where he had seen the shadow, reached out with his hand, expecting to grab the kid, but flailed into a void. There was nothing.
As air became scarce, he felt he would not last much longer—and neither would the kid, he knew. Their time was running out.
Risking his eyes to the water again he looked around, but it was shades of dark, even darker and black. And nothing moved. There was only one try left before he had to dive up again to gain air, wasting time that could make all the difference.
He tried to ignore the sharp, clamping pain that spread over his head and pedaled downwards to what looked like an approximately human shape, if the part of the human brain that made one see Jesus in burnt toast was anything to go by. Becoming light-headed, Gray still stroke out and swam on after all air had escaped his lungs, even as the world was disappearing and he remotely noticed that he had just cut his hand on something.
And then his hand hit something warm. A small body. And hair. The boy.
With the last of his strength he grabbed the small, lifeless body and mobilized everything his stiff muscles had left in them to dive up, slowing down with every meter until he had no more strength left but could only let himself drift towards the white surface that made the barrier towards a world of air, moving as slow as a tired jellyfish and his muscles pumping battery acid.
At last Gray broke through and threw his head into the air to breath in with the feeling of glass shards penetrating his lungs as they filled with the freezing air in wide and deep breaths. He pulled the boy he saw for the first time now up and pushed him over the ledge onto the ground, to where he immediately followed as he let himself fall with dripping clothes.
People gathered around them and Gray kneeled to check the chubby-cheeked kid’s condition, who did not breath and had no heart beat, giving CPR a one in ten chance. The mother had fallen into sitting position right next to them, crying and repeating “Danny! I told you to be careful refilling that stupid water gun! I told you!” over and over again with tears in her eyes as Gray tried to bring him back to life. Nothing happened for the first cycles, but then suddenly the boy wriggled and started coughing, water sputtering onto the ground where it left thawing stains on the frozen earth.
“Oh my God, Danny! You are alive!” the woman beside Gray shouted nigh unintelligibly beneath her sobbing and Gray felt like Atlas’ backpack had been unstrapped from him. He stood up to make a quick exit stage left.
And stared right into the police officer’s eye. Any hope of not being recognized was squashed as Gray recognized the police man. It was the same old grey-haired Grandpa Gray had dealt with at the Fourth District Station. There’s no way he won’t recognize me and remember me with the fake ID. I’m fucked.
Their looks met and Gray could read the recognition out of the eyes. The man did not say a single word, but looked inquiringly at Gray and seemed to weigh things in his mind, before he turned to the kid and told the mother that an ambulance was on its way.
Gray tested the new waters by moving back slightly. When the officer showed demonstrative disinterest, Gray took the hint, turned and ran off.
“What the hell happened to you?!” Lisa asked when she saw Gray step out of the elevator, undressed except for his boxer shorts and holding his wet clothing in one arm.
“Damn kids and their water guns. Annoying, aren’t they,” Gray said and rolled his eyes. “Check everything you can find on the keyword ‘Araneus’,” he continued in one tone and hurried past her for a shower and fresh clothes.
When he came back in working condition and with taped hands, a steaming cup of coffee waited for him while Lisa and Ragnar were assembled around the conference table in the calming office. Gray gave them a quick recap of his meeting with Tom, left out the fountain part, and then told them about ‘Araneus’.
“She called him Araneus?” Ragnar asked, letting the new bit of information roll over his tongue.
“Yeah, and I had forgotten it again. You think it can be used?”
“Certainly it can be used, but I don’t know if it’ll yield results.” Ragnar said.
“Stop being anal, Greg,” Lisa told him off.
“Greg?” Gray interrupted surprised. “You are on first-name terms?”
“What a late question. You think I would have trusted somebody so much within a day to make him a part of this here? Lisa and I go way back.”
“I wrote an essential part of the engine that was utilized in Illion. I cashed out early and ran for the hills with the money,” Lisa said bubbly. “Serves me right, should have waited a year or two. Not that I’m bad off though.” She grinned.
“Oh, great, I stumbled into a millionaires club.”
“Oh, don’t fret. Money indeed doesn’t make you happy. Just allows you to be unhappy in style,” she said and kept grinning. “You know, when life deals you lemons, you just throw them away and buy yourself some Montrachet 1978 from Domaine de la Romanée-Conti.”
“But don’t you think this is a bit odd? That exactly you guys are involved?” he asked.
“In a way, yes and no,” Ragnar answered. “While Lisa didn’t know that I worked with Sarah, it’s not as unlikely as it seems. The top five or top ten in any profession make a small, well defined circle. The number kind of gives it away.”
“What about Ichiro?”
“That one was my fault. I dragged him in when I still didn’t know how serious things are.”
“Is he back already?”
“No, and to be honest: I don’t know what’s keeping him. It’s starting to worry me,” Lisa admitted. “But let’s get back to Araneus, because Ichiro is probably no less capable of looking out for himself than you are.”
“I would have died yesterday without external help.”
“Um, yeah. I’ll try to contact him later, but I don’t think he’s in any danger. Nobody should know we are here.”
Ragnar steered the conversation back on topic, his face still drawn together in concentration. “Araneus. Was there anything else?”
“’Frater Araneus’ to be exact,” Gray said. “Sounds like a name within an order. Like a monk.”
“Or an orb-weaving spider,” Lisa read from her screen. “Except for the Frater. Whoever gave him the name Araneus must have had a sense of humor.”
“I found something,” Ragnar said, following up on Lisa. “There has been a Russian theistic sect, nearly radical enough to be considered a terrorist organization.”
“Has been?” Gray asked.
“Yes. At least this file says so. According to the text they existed from 1618 to 1960 for sure, and from there on their trace is lost for a while after the government disbanded and banned them. They have a history of having named two of their members ‘Frater Araneus’.”
“What kind of article is that?”
“I’d rather not say, in case you are going to belong to law enforcement one day again. One the public isn’t supposed to have access to though,” Ragnar said, pleased with himself. “But it says that then there has been a resurgence beginning in the early 90s as parts of the disillusioned youth as well as directionless newly rich were looking for guidance and fellowship after the regime in Russia fell.”
“And that’s where this sect jumped in with purpose and meaning and a stable social environment?” Lisa asked.
“Exactly. And the way they are described they make the Mormons look like a bunch of longhaired, lazy, pot-smoking freeloaders living in an anarchist hippie commune to celebrate the reign of free love.”
“What were they called again?” Gray asked.
“Ordo Venti,” Ragnar told them, but looked puzzled. “And their conviction methods make those of Scientology look like those of a sweaty, overweight, third-rate used car salesman. They updated the methods of the Hashashin: They don’t promise a garden with forty virgins anymore, but offer tight social circles and relations. Seems that pulls more people in our insulated societies, especially when coupled with custom psychoactive drugs and paradisiacal retreats called ‘Folds’.”
“So where do we find them?” Gray wanted to know.
“Err, Russia.”
“Russia? Makes sense,” Gray said.
“Yeah, a lot,” Lisa tried to be snide.
“No really, it does!” Gray insisted. He told them the story that Baystead had told him about his past in Eastern Europe. “He worked there and has been stationed in different places. It’s likely he came into contact with them there and became a member, effectively returning as double agent for his Order.”
Lisa and Ragnar tried to integrate this bit of knowledge.
“I just wonder when he did become such an evil bastard,” Gray thought out loud.
“He’s not evil, he’s just a deluded fool,” Ragnar said.
“A deluded fool? I think deluded fools are those who don’t know what they are doing, blissfully walking into oblivion by making all the wrong choices. Like, you know, Republican voters. Or slow and clumsy people. Like the Democratic party. People who meet reason like a breakwater meets the tide, like this one Florida attorney that appears on TV for no good reason. Jack Dumbson, or what’s his name. Or people joining the cult of Scientology. Baystead though, he’s an evil bastard.”
“There is no evil, but only bad choices coming from a lack of perceived options and an undue preference for short term strategies. We humans are hardwired to make the subjectively best choice from our limited repertoire. The problems are options and strategy,” Ragnar said and Gray crossed his arms, unconvinced by yet another of Ragnar’s points. “All of us seek the same things: survival, sex, status, security, acceptance, appreciation, love, fulfillment, individuation, happiness, purpose, identity. Everything we do is motivated by those.”
“And that explains crime?”
“Yes, it does if an offender fails to see the big picture and pursue a long-term strategy. Steal something and you’ll get it immediately, but likely be caught and the item taken away. Get an education, work and you can buy the item to keep it indefinitely, even if you acquire it later. Instant gratification versus stable long term strategy.”
Lisa turned to Gray and whispered in mock conspiratorial voice that carried to all of them, “You are not the first one to be lectured by him. He thinks he’s all that just because he stumbled over a leftover box of fortune cookies. Just leave him and his ankle-deep philosophy be!”
But Gray was not satisfied yet. “So your unofficial company slogan ‘Don’t be evil’ means-“
“Be as resourceful and clever and all-considering as you can be. It means ‘Be as intelligent and informed as you can be.’ And that’s exactly what we are trying to do. We deal with information, we try to create intelligence.”
Before Ragnar could continue his further indoctrination, the computer screen alerted them.
“The search found something,” Ragnar announced and concentrated on the screen. “Through cross-referencing books it linked the Ordo Venti to a book from the 80s that concerned itself with the transatlantic migration of small sects. It was a self-published run and not very popular, but Washington University has a copy of it in their archive,” Ragnar explained. “The author… died a safe three years after the publication in a car accident.”
“Crap. The normal search returned nothing and getting this obscure book that might not contain anything useful isn’t exactly my idea of a fun Sunday,” Lisa said, ogling out of the window onto the snowfall that had set in again. “A fetch quest, bah!”
“Yeah, well, you can wait and for one welcome our new zealot overlords while fiddling “Alexander’s Ragtime Band”, but that’s not going to fly with me, especially as we’ve got nothing better to do anyway,” Gray said and turned to Ragnar. “What’s the address?”
Ragnar gave him the information and handed over a printout together with the keys to a car, which Gray promptly accepted and was on his way, dragging Lisa long.
The car, an all-wheel-drive sports coupe brought them through the winter chaos quicker than Santa’s slay on rails would have, and half an hour later they walked into the 24/7 library for diligent students, right into what looked like the imminent beating of a student behind the reception counter by two jocks in their football varsity jackets, all buff and shorthaired, in front of it.
One of the jocks, a broad-faced blond gorilla with slicked hair who did not look as mean as he looked plain dumb, a mouthbreather whose face looked like hurriedly cut out of rough stone without much time for detailing or need for a separate poker face—ever—was just about to reach over the counter to grab the student behind, who looked rather bored and lethargic, when Gray and Lisa stepped towards the counter. The other jock—smaller and dark haired—looked at Gray and Lisa and sneered, showing the kind of hostility a hyena would show towards the slightly bigger predator intruding on its food.
The blonde guy retracted his arms and grunted in annoyance before he dragged his companion with him into the depths of the library hall.
“I’m sorry I don’t speak your language, gorilla boy!” the clerk shouted after him.
“What was that all about?” Gray asked the clerk, a mid-twenty Reformhaus-hipster boy with rimmed glasses, tight button-down shirt and sleeveless slipover, showing off enough metal in his young face to have a constant inkling of the northern direction. He was a weird mix of innocence and arrogance with eyes full of amusement.
“Oh, that one? His girlfriend cheated on him.”
“And that’s got nothing to do with you?” Gray asked.
“I didn’t cheat on him.”
“She did… with you?”
Gray’s opposite, the name “Martin” on his name tag, shrugged, “She had, uh, well-rounded arguments to convince me and I don’t have any obligations towards him, so he can go fuck himself as far as I’m concerned. I’m not here to care for his ill-conceived pseudo alpha male pride. He’s probably a closet homo anyway, with all his fascination with male muscle, group showers and playing grab-ass with other men on the football field under the pretence of fondling balls. Weak cover to be honest. Besides-“
“You talk too much,” Gray interrupted the quick-flowing speech.
“Right,” Martin said and lowered his gaze toward the book he had been reading and did pay no further attention to Gray.
Lisa stood there all the while, hands deep in her pockets and a spaced out look on her face, as if she was trying really hard to remember something and was unreachable to any external stimuli.
“Hey, I’ve got a question though. Where do you file books on religious organizations and history?” Gray asked.
“Personally? Under ‘major boring shit’,” was the sedate reply without looking up from the current page.
“Hah. Funny. Seriously, we need one specific book.”
“That’s great. I need silence.”
Lisa whispered into Gray’s ear, “Can’t you just show one of your police or agency IDs and get him to fetch the book?”
Gray shook his head. Such an act would be reported and noted, putting Baystead back on their trail. He would explain it later to her, but for now tried with Martin again.
“But, isn’t this here your job? Getting people their books and helping them?” he asked.
“Nooooo?” Martin rolled his eyes. “This is white slavery. I was forced to do this as part of my exchange program. To be honest,” he looked at his watch, “I’m just counting the minutes to be replaced by a computer or machine, because this job is fucking stupid and sucks and nothing a machine couldn’t do better without humiliating the human potential. Besides, books! Who needs these ASCII cutscenes anyway?!”
Kids. Got to love them, Gray thought and only now noticed that the kid’s speech indeed had a slight accent. It sounded remotely European, but he could not tell which country it was.
“But the book was not indexed in the online catalogue. It was only listed as present!”
“Not my fault, now is it?”
Judging by the way he handles bureaucracy he must be German.
“Listen-,“ Gray began as his fuses slowly failed, but Martin was quicker.
“Ok, well done on disturbing my carefully acquired post-modern stupor I planned on brooding in. You beat the boss monster, the Sphinx redux. Which book were you looking for again?” he said, the words flowing out like from a wide open tap as he put his book away, sensing that Gray would not just give up.
“Transatlantic migration of orthodox-theistic sects, printed in 1981,” Gray told him. Martin tried to remember ever seeing the book, but had trouble recalling it.
“Look around isle E7, while I’ll look in the archive. Might be it’s there,” he said and disappeared between the book racks.
Gray and Lisa spent the next fifteen minutes dusting off books, blowing covers, reading book backs with their finger gliding along, eager to get their hands on the document that could lead them towards Baystead and the Brotherhood.
“No good,” Gray said after having put away the umpteenth book on yet another weird maso-fetishist guilt trip branch of Catholicism that placed special emphasis on atonement, punishment and what they called cleansing, but everybody else usually called pain, suffering and misery. “I’m heading for the rest room,” he told Lisa.
He felt his condition worsen. The pounding pulsing headache had come back, and sometimes his vision went slightly out of focus with waves of weakness coming over him. He was deteriorating, but unwilling to let go or give up.
In the small rest room, quiet and filled with outside light, he splashed warm water against his face and stared into the drain as it ran off his face, slowly falling into the black, round void in big drops, gone for good.
He had suffered too much, taken too many risks to just pack up and go home now, no matter the costs. It had been a go-for-broke strategy from the beginning and Gray realized that he might have to live up to that. His side started throbbing in discomfort and he tried to force himself into calm breaths, taking the edge of the slowly building pain and keeping himself from cramping on his right side.
“Fuck!” he shouted under his breath as he hit the sink with his fist, the frustration overwhelming him as he started to notice his body slowly failing him after all the abuse.
He could not give up. He would not. Not now, not ever. And if I have to drag my broken body by my teeth, biting tarmac, to Baystead to mangle him to death.
His frustration turned into anger, his anger into wrath. Baystead had hurt him manifold and Gray would make him pay, would make him bleed, cut for cut, wound for wound.
The sound of a truck backing up beeped through the room as Gray still hung in front of the tap. His cell phone.
“Ragnar here. I don’t have much time. We found something in the data. You’d better come here and take a look. Both of you!” he urged.
“What is it? Why? We are still looking for that damn book!”
“I’d rather not say on the phone. But I’m guessing one of you two might hold the key to the answer. Just get moving!”
Click.
“Key to the answer?” echoed through Gray’s head.
After he had cleaned up and the ire had retreated subsurface, like a stream of dense lava, he headed back, but as he put his hand on the handle the door already swung open. The two mean-streaked jocks they had met the entrance and who had taken refuge in the library—What are they doing here anyway?—came in through the door.
“Look who we’ve got here,” the bigger, blond haired one said, sounding like a kid looking forward to torture the neighbor’s car. “What a nice surprise.”
Gray had a hunch where the wind was blowing from.
“Are you two always partnered up for the rest room? Do your daddies know what you two fruits are up to?! Now, don’t let me get in the way of your little tête-à-tête. I’ll be on my way,” Gray said and tried to weasel out, but the bigger one pushed him back into the room.
“Not so fast,” he said and grabbed Gray’s button border. “Don’t you know it’s rude to just walk out? Besides, you kept us from having fun with that dork.”
When the big one threw his heavy fist around like an anvil, rotating the whole of his body, Gray ducked away beneath it and brought a right winger with all his force to the blond one’s Adam’s apple.
Gray didn’t start the fight, but he would make sure to end it. His attacker held his throat as he made rattling and whooping noises and dropped to his knees where he rang with himself, desperate for air. The smaller one, Gray had named him Terry as reminded of a small ankle-snapping terrier, dashed forward to grab and topple Gray, but Gray sidestepped in one fluid motion and greeted him with his knee. As Terry bent over in agony, his face a single contortion while his nervous system analyzed whether something was broken or ruptured, Gray grabbed him by the hair and prolonged his head’s downward motion with a forceful pull into the sink. With a painfully loud and ear-splitting noise of scraping ragged ceramic, it shattered into countless shards and clinks as Terry’s head crashed to the ground, with the raw edges of the broken sink partly digging into his face and giving escape to several thin streams of blood.
Gray was beyond caring and out of patience. He pulled the 9mm from his jacket and held it to the bigger one’s face at point blank. “Listen, I’m really not in the mood, but in a real hurry and this is more important than you two evolutionary throwbacks, so how about you get the fuck out of my way?!” he said while their eyes were glued to the gun. “Don’t you know it’s rude to not look somebody in the eyes when he’s talking to you?” he asked, but did not get an answer as another voice cut in.
“What’s this noise?!” Martin, the clerk, asked and stood in the door frame, looking puzzled before Gray flashed his badge shortly enough to not be read by anyone.
“What the FUCK are you doing here?!” Martin demanded to know, on his face the impression of a man who had intruded surprisingly on his son playing doctor with his best friend. Male best friend. At age 21. One of the silly expressions one usually wound up on birthday party photos with. “You nearly missed one!” he scolded Gray disapprovingly enough to not need wag his finger, and took a running kick at Terry, who was just weakly trying to support himself on his elbows after his floor date, into the stomach as if he was trying to punt the liver for a field goal, on which he broke down and finally remained where he was, immobile and unconscious, while Martin had to hold himself back just in time from spitting on the two beaten men on the ground and instead turned towards Gray.
“Oh, like I said,” Martin continued with a tone and composure as if he had just met Gray on a lovely Sunday evening stroll. “I found the book. You might want to take a look at it.”
Gray took the book without looking at it and exited into the library to find Lisa and get out as quickly as possible.
When he found her, Gray threw the book into her hands and dragged her towards the exit, which Lisa took as a chance to have a preliminary browse-through while trusting Gray’s navigation so she would not trip, or worse, stub a toe.
“Hold on,” she said halfway to the exit and pulled Gray back by his arm and presented the open book to him.
“Wow, an open book. Swell. I’m not impressed. Let’s go!”
“Look closer. Look at the page numbers.”
Gray read the numbers. Left, 141. Right, 161. Twenty pages were missing, neatly cut out with a razor as to not leave a trace.
“Guess which chapter this is,” she asked.
“Why didn’t they steal the whole book or throw it away?”
“A completely missing book would have been more conspicuous. This way though nobody notices unless somebody complains. And nobody does, afraid of being blamed.”
“Shit.”
“I need a list of all people that borrowed this book,” Lisa told Martin. “Somebody might have copied these pages. But, what is it you wanted from me and why the hurry?” Lisa asked Gray.
“Ragnar called. Our presence is required and it’s important he said. Something about the data.”
Lisa checked her watch. “They might have broken the encryption a bit early. Did he sound really hurried?”
“Really, really hurried. The-house-is-burning-and-my-kids-are-still-in-there kind of hurried,” Gray said as they stepped up to the reception and took a look at the printout Martin presented them.
Lisa stood transfixed, focusing on the list and reading the names quietly. She kept shaking her head, until, on one name, she nodded.
“That one it is,” she said and pointed at one of the names: Lindsay. “Bingo. She lives right next to our way back to Ragnar.”
Gray did not understand how she knew who to pick from the list as they left the library.
“How did you come up with that?” he asked her.
“Oh,” Lisa grinned, “it’s quite simple really.” She pulled a PDA out of her pocket, which was connected to a one-hand keyboard and a tactile computer reading system for blind people. “I looked it up on the net. Comes in quite handy when people just talk and talk and talk and require your presence but not your attention. Like in college lectures.”
“So, whenever you have that spaced out look, you are actually browsing the net?”
“Yup. Once some Jehovah’s Witnesses came over and held me a three hour bible lecture at my home while I just nodded and read something else. They were awfully nice people and I didn’t want to hurt their feelings.”
Gray was happy she was on their side. While seeming as carefree as a butterfly, in her prankster cleverness he could see how she and Sarah could have become friends. They were not identical or even very similar, but had the right matches at the right points, resonating at a similar harmony.
On their way back, Gray piloted their car through the streets like a diving bomber, to the soundtrack of the roaring boxer engine and whistling turbos.
Ichiro was freezing. He was cold enough to not be surprised should his bone marrow have turned into brittle ice crystals, ready to break on his next move.
A few of his acquaintances had wanted a meeting with him and as paranoid as they were could not just take a nice coffeehouse or restaurant as meeting place. No, it had to be really alone and deserted, at the edge of civil colonization, or annoyingly bustling like an anthill with people crawling all over each other.
He had spent hours waiting and standing around already. All the while he had tried to comprehend that he was on the run from organized crime and somebody that wanted them dead. It had been fun to entertain the paranoid mind frame that was so chic in computer and security circles, but actually really having someone out for one’s blood was a new experience. One he could have done without.
And the day so far had yielded nothing. It seemed everybody was happily unaware. Only one hacker had been weird in the way he replied with his signature from an address Ichiro did not recognize. Ichiro had asked for a meeting and the reply had been, “cannot leave world out to get me”.
This hacker had always been unstable and others had assumed that drugs or lack of medication had pushed him over the edge, into a psychotic experience, causing him to probably sit fully dressed in his overflowing bathtub and eat toothpaste while modifying his tin foil hat, being afraid of blue light and mortally dreading ferrets as Satan’s spawns.
His meeting now was a brilliant young mathematician by the name of Simon, who in one of his earlier excursion into the field of applied stochastics had lost half a million dollars that had not been his. Far from it. He had garnered it from loan sharks that had wanted their money back in dollars, bone fragments or organs—whichever was available. Nobody knew how he had paid off the debt, but some suspected him of having sold trade secrets to Chinese manufacturers, who produced ten times more of the products for a tenth of the price.
But there had been no evidence.
As shady as Simon was, about as much as a cloudy fall evening, he had a good grasp of exactly those shady fringes in the high tech world and could perhaps help them, especially as it was Simon who had initiated the meeting, being in DC for the net-neutrality debate and conferences as well.
Now Ichiro stood at the bus stop in an industrial area and waited for Simon, who was late and seemingly intended to let Ichiro suffer the weather, which was nothing like the mild winters he was used to from the eternally mild Tokyo area, and so he started walking around to keep warm.
He was fed up with waiting and constantly irked by the hot streak of burnt flesh on his back, which hurt and itched uncomfortably, but did not compare to the awkwardness he felt regarding meeting Simon again, with whom he has had a troubled friendship years ago, when Ichiro had been studying at CalTech. Their clique had shared so much time, they had not imagined life would lead the circle of friends ever apart. Their studies, their band, nights out, rampaging through California, surfing, parties, their first small start-up that had tanked as hard as Vanilla Ice’ career and as much deservedly so. It had been the time of their lives in a spinning glass marble kaleidoscope of impressions and experiences, sights, sounds and sharing.
Until they had met Eve. Both of them.
Little later Ichiro had returned to Japan, on his own again. Bitter and disappointed, he was already immediately caught by the police at the airport: The investigation into a hacking folly of his youth had come to fruition and the police had only waited for him to return. Not caring about his life, but unwilling to suffer prison, he had cut a deal with authorities and become part of a military counterintelligence unit after having been subjected to basic mud-worshipping first.
From the highest spheres of elation he had been plunged into the lowest circle of inane servitude the Demiurge had been able to think of, his life’s polarity switched.
That was how his episode in the US had come to an inglorious end. All the years flashed back through his mind, like an overstretched rubber band finally let loose and still swinging on a biting note.
He turned back and on his walk wondered what to do if Simon did not show up. But Simon did, and like the slacker he was, stood like his spine was not coiled and his body only weakly suspended by a puppeteer relaxing his hand.
“Hey,” Simon said with lazy smile and raised a hand in greeting, completely lacking any kind of enthusiasm or energy. With his slight swinging motions he looked stoned enough to fall over any second. He was just like the last time Ichiro had seen him years ago at a congress: Thin as a spider’s leg, chubby faced and perpetually out of sync with the outside world by half a second. “Let’s walk,” Simon said slowly.
Ichiro fell into step beside him, carefully balancing the scalding hot coffee that according to his senses was hotter than intended for water to be before turning into steam.
They had small talk as Simon told him how he was developing economic models and simulations now and what work he had done recently before Simon directed the discourse towards why he had wanted to meet Ichiro in this forlorn place and what important thing it was Simon had to tell him.
Simon stopped walking, only forsaken old buildings around them now, and stepped right in front of Ichiro. His soft face was a meter away from Ichiro’s, crestfallen sadness in it, when he pulled out a gun to point it at Ichiro’s face and said, “I’m sorry, Ichiro.”
“So, what ticked you off so much in the library?” Lisa asked.
“Somebody’s stupid egoistic agenda to waste my time. The next one to do so dies,” Gray said, going easy on remorse and sympathy.
“I wish we had those pages,” she sighed. “I want to know what’s in there.”
“You are sure that whoever we are going to has worked on it?”
“Yes. I checked the paper. It references pages that were cut out without saying anything about the content though.”
“Typical academic paper then. Once you run out of flashy, page-filling diagrams you need to meet the page count somehow,” Gray said and gave the car’s loud pedal the boot until they reached the address of the author. The neighborhood was mainly made up of multi-storied apartment buildings, some better kept than others, but none maintained well in the legion of dirty-grey concrete boxes.
After ascending through the broken-lighted staircase Gray and Lisa knocked at apartment door 42. Nothing happened.
Gray knocked louder and harder.
“I heard something. From inside,” Lisa said and Gray hammered the door two more times.
“Again. Somebody’s moving in there,” she whispered with her ear close to the door.
They heard keys rustling as another door down the floor opened and a woman in her fifties, dressed in a morning gown and hair donned up in curlers stuck out her upper body. Her red puffy face sagged and told the story of her drink of choice. And she seemed to drink a lot of high-content water.
“I suggest you stop knocking and making all that racket! We don’t need brats-“
“AND I SUGGEST YOU SHUT THE FUCK UP AND GO BACK TO YOUR BOTTLE OR I’LL RIP YOUR FUCKING HEAD OFF AND PISS DOWN YOUR THROAT!” Gray yelled at her, his throat rattling like a low-revving chainsaw. His patience was running thin. Very thin.
Like a gopher that had only wanted to check the air, her head slipped back behind the door and she closed and secured what sounded like enough locks to safeguard the whole building, clinging and rustling from the bottom to the top.
“Well, that was graphic,” Lisa remarked. “Vivid imagery, authentic expression. I think that would have been at least a B+ as elementary school poem, except for the topic of choice and explicit language.”
Gray glared at her.
“But there is definitely someone in there,” she said, her ear on the door again. “I could clearly hear him or her move.”
“We don’t have time for this shit. Whoever that is, better opened that door now,” Gray said and shouted, “Whoever’s in there, open the door! This is the police! We need to talk and mean no harm!”
Silence.
“I’m going to count to 5!”
“One!”
“Two!”
“Three!”
“Ah, fuck it, three’s enough,” Gray decided and kicked the door in at lock height, which gave way as if hit by mortar, breaking into dozens of pieces and tearing off the rather cosmetic door chain before Gray stepped out of the remains of the door as if he had stepped into a puddle, whereupon Lisa followed him into the apartment.
The shades were drawn. Burger wrappings and pizza boxes littered the floor in happy communion with bottles and cans, and there were stains on the walls and floors of shapes and colors any kid knew were the opposite of edible. Like Brussels Sprouts. The most prominent color though was the eventual color of all M&M’s: brown.
Wading through the waste they came into the main room, where a mid-twenties guy had pushed himself into the far corner, below a flabby multilayered mold-wallpaper sandwich lazily peeling off above him. His frightened eyes flicked back and forth between the intruders and his living room table, on which syringes lay. Besides a belt, a candle and spoons.
Gray had seen days-old road kill and three-legged stray dogs that looked better taken care of than the guy who just stood there motionless and voiceless. Gray would not have needed to see the tools to know the trade, and that he had a junkie before him, the pupils wide open and transfixed like those of a dead and dried crow.
Lindsay? A boy’s name?
“Are you Lindsay?” Gray asked from a distance.
“Wh-Wh-Who wants to know?! A-A-And why?!”
“It’s about a paper you wrote and book you borrowed from the Washington library.”
“No fees ‘n’ reminders first?” the guy asked and looked at his demolished door and the two strangers in his apartment, his voice still wobbling as if he had peed his pants and hoped nobody noticed.
“It’s nothing of that sort,” Lisa tried to calm everything down. “We need the documents you copied from some books in the libraries.”
She told him the book name and what they were looking for, on which he crabbed along the walls into the bedroom from where noises of shuffling and moving drawers could be heard.
When he came back empty handed and leant against the door frame, the time spent alone must have had a bad effect on him. “S-s-so, as you guys are lookin’ for some p-papers and come all waltzin’ in here, it’s urgent, right?” he asked and his weasel eyes danced back and forth between Gray and Lisa, between fear and promise.
Gray stepped up to him. Breathing distance. The ex-student squirmed, but did not move.
“H-H-How ‘bout strikin’ a deal? You pay me fifty bucks,” he said and licked his lips nervously and massaged his left underarm. ”I give you the paper. I say fifty bucks’ fair. How ‘bout it?” he asked and tried to establish eye contact with Lisa, past Gray’s head.
As soon as the words had escaped his lips, Gray took Lindsay’s head and shoved it hard into the massive concrete wall, where it resounded with a dry and hollow thud. Lindsay fell to the floor, held his head and cried, unable to appreciate the way his blood had enriched the color palette of the wall considerably.
Gray bent down and shouted at him like a drill instructor at a failing recruit because he had broken a completely arbitrary and unknown rule. “You want a deal?! Here’s a deal! You give me the paper, I don’t turn you into a bloody mush fine enough to fertilize the flowers on your mother’s grave with! I’m fucking sick and tired of people trying to make profit with every little piece of shit and abuse every fucking situation of need!”
Gray pulled him up by his throat and started strangling him while he kept on shouting, “I don’t care about your taste for smack, but goddamn, gimme the paper or you’ll kick your oxygen addiction and aging habit!”
“Ok, Ok,” Lindsay retched under tears and gulped down large portions of his sobbing before he pulled out the crumpled pages he had stowed in his back pocket.
“Finally,” Gray said and let his victim fall to the ground, only focusing on the papers.
Not sticking around to provide consolation they left and Lisa shook her head disapprovingly, but did not say anything. While they left the building and before they reached the car, Gray quickly skimmed the contents and then handed over the papers to Lisa.
“It says the Brotherhood settled under another name here. Financed by some Russian businesspeople, that made a fortune in corrupt privatization, they built a network of several monasteries under the name ‘Hand Of God’, in reference to the godly destruction of the Tower Of Babylon,” Gray recited the important bits which Lisa relayed to Ragnar through her computer.
When they reached the headquarters, Ragnar was already eagerly awaiting them in barely contained excitement. Without ado he led them into the demonstration computer lab and showed what the decrypted data had yielded.
“Another encryption layer?!” Lisa asked and had a hard time believing that Ragnar should be so excited about that and wear such a silly grin because of that. “What’s the deal?”
“Take a look at the new filename,” he said.
“’Apply_Key_To_My_Heart’? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know, but it sounds personal and cryptic enough to make some sense that should specially cater to us. Judging by the cryptographic signature this content is encrypted strongly enough to not be brute forced by anybody without the proper pass sequence,” Ragnar said and enjoyed himself immensely. “Baystead is not going to get it! Not unless they are running their machines for the next few eons. And if his cronies told him they would, then they were just lying out of fear! He must be raging by now!”
“What do you think about that, Gray?” Lisa asked. “Gray?” she repeated to the addressed, who wrestled with his phone again, fighting the malfunctioning unit.
“Huh, what?” he asked. He had missed the past minutes of talk.
“The data is encrypted with another layer and the key phrase is ‘Apply Key To My Heart’.”
“Doesn’t ring a-,“ he started and then clutched at his chest where the pendant should have been. Damn.
“What is it?” Lisa and Ragnar asked in one voice.
“Sarah gave me a pendant as present when she started working at a new lab a few months before she disappeared. It was a fine silver bar with weird markings on it. Notches in different sizes at different lengths, like some kind of sci-fi key. Looked quite elegant and when she gave it to me she told me that this was the ‘key to her heart’ and to ‘always remember that’.”
“Of course!” Ragnar said and did not explain anything. “Clever. Sounds just like Sarah.”
“What is?” Gray asked.
“She encrypted the data with a complex key and obfuscated its form when giving it away for possible future use.”
“You are saying the key is represented on my pendant in some way? She encrypted it so only I could decrypt it, besides her?”
“Yes. It seems she trusted you. I guess the notch sizes or distances represent some numeral values that can be translated into a decryption key.”
Gray did not know what to say.
“Where is they key now?” Ragnar asked.
“At home. I left it there when I got the phone call that started this whole mess in a hurry.”
“Seems things are looking up for us. Baystead unable to get the data and unknowing how to obtain it and we are the only ones to know what and where the key is,” Lisa said relieved.
“But there are blizzards roaming outside like hungry animals looking for unsuspecting victims and nearly all traffic has shut down by now,” Ragnar said. “No trains, no planes, and using cars on your own risk. Some areas without electricity, some without phones and Internet. It’s a state of emergency,” Ragnar told them the news.
“We’ll just take the car again. It’ll be fine,” Gray said. “The traction control computer is way cleverer than I am.”
They were already more than half an hour away, bombing down the highway like a high-speed plough, when Lisa was on the phone with Ragnar and an enervated Gray pulled out his own phone again and put it down onto the middle console. “Damn thing is constantly discharging or malfunctioning. I can’t keep up with it.”
Lisa eyed it with suspicion, having witnessed the constant struggle. “Since when does it behave that way?” she asked.
“A few days. Since I dropped it during a fight.”
“Hmmm… ” was Lisa’s ambiguous reply. To Gray’s bewilderment Lisa took the phone and plugged it into her portable computer to work on it for a few minutes.
“Fuck,” she said, clawed at the phone, ripped out the battery and threw it out the window.
“What the hell did you do?” he asked her as if he had witnessed her do an exorcising ritual, unbelieving of the display of irrationality.
“It wasn’t damaged! It was bugged! It was modified into a listening device!” she shouted at him.
Oh, oh… Gray thought. Hot embarrassment and cold sweat ran down his back hand in hand as he remembered that Catherine had picked up the phone and handed him later.
“How could we have missed that?!” Ragnar shouted in through the car’s speaker phone, having overheard the whole episode. “They must have heard every word we said in your presence!”
They all knew what this meant. Baystead had listened in on everything they had said. He knew what the key was. He knew where the key was. And he knew they were out to get it.
There were several long, awkward moments where nobody said a word on the lone, dark drive through the sultry winter landscape.
Until Gray saw the approaching headlights in his mirror.
“Simon, what are you doing?” Ichiro asked. “What is this about?”
He stared right into the barrel of the gun. A black little hole ripped out of reality that drained the color of the world around.
“I’m really sorry, Ichiro, but there is nothing else I can do,” was his shaky apology. “They’ll kill us if I don’t do what they tell me to do. I’m so sorry.”
Ichiro did not understand. Simon had never been aggressive or dangerous. He was no psychopath, not even what one would think of as hard person. There had to be a reason for his actions. A wrong reason.
“Simon, perhaps I can help you! Talk to me! But lower the gun!” Ichiro tried. “Whatever you got into, I’m sure there’s something we can do about it.”
“You don’t understand! I-“
“You are right, I don’t understand! But I don’t think I really need to. I’m sure we can work things out,” he said and took a small step towards Simon.
“They’ve got my Eliza, Ichiro! My daughter!”
Simon’s whole body was shaking and his voice broke. He seemed more uncomfortable behind the gun than Ichiro in front of it. Ichiro made another small step as Simon let his head fall onto his chest for a moment and used his other hand to rub his eyes, shielding them from view.
“Don’t get closer!” he shouted nervously after having seen the step and tried to control his trembling. “I’ll shoot you!”
Ichiro made another step. “If you wanted to shoot me, you would have done so already. You don’t want to shoot me. You won’t. You are no criminal,” he said and inched closer in slow-motion. “Conning some companies out of their black accounts and whore money isn’t the same as shooting somebody. You wouldn’t shoot somebody!”
“But, my daughter… ”
“You would have no guarantee that she would be well or set free! Or that you were out of danger! You would just make things worse if you shoot me!”
He raised his leg for another step when Simon cocked the gun. “Don’t come closer! I told you!” he yelled in tears.
Simon put the foot down again. He heard engine notes in the distance. Cars were coming. Two? Three? Ichiro could not tell. He could tell that he needed to get out of there, fast.
“You know what? I’ll make things easier for you and me,” Ichiro said. “You either shoot me or you don’t, but I’m going to go ahead and step up to you and take your gun now.”
Simon’s hands were sweaty as he re-gripped the gun, unwilling to lower it or put it away.
“Do what you consider right,” Ichiro said and gambled his life on his conviction that Simon would not shoot him. He was sure that if at all, he would have only shot him directly in the beginning, in the momentum of the turning situation, not now anymore. At least he thought so.
Inching closer he kept eye contact with Simon, looking determined but not threatening. In reaching distance he raised his arm and slowly gripped the gun by the barrel.
With a final look and nod, he pulled the gun from Simon’s hands, who stood there and could not move, unable to react until he was free of the gun.
When it switched hands, he let himself sink onto the snow and stared with glassy eyes into the ground.
The engines were loud enough to be just a block away. Too close for comfort.
“Listen, we can’t stay here. Let’s move!” Ichiro said and slung an arm over Simon’s shoulders and dragged him away.
They quickly hid in an exterior basement staircase and saw the cars roll by: Three black sedans with burbling engines made their way past them and rolled slowly to a halt while their seated passengers checked the environment.
“What was the plan anyway?” Ichiro whispered without taking his eyes of the cars.
“I was supposed to keep you here until the cars come. Or shoot you if you tried to flee,” was the stifled response.
“But I didn’t try to flee and you already pointed the gun at me!”
“Yeah, I told them I’m no good with guns. I was so nervous I already pulled it without really knowing why. I bluescreened, I guess.”
Roll by, roll by, Ichiro chanted in his head, looking at the cars.
“How did you get into this trouble?” he asked.
“Started working for a games company. Created the economic in-game model and implemented it to be linked with a currency exchange towards real credits. Stumbled over their accounts and noticed that the company was loaded with money. More than a games company really should have if operating for profit.”
“You wanted to siphon some off, they caught you and it turned out there were really criminals behind it?”
“Yes,” he said with a trodden voice. “And they threatened me and Elisza. Weirdly, it wasn’t a money laundry. I don’t know what they do with the money.”
“What do they want from me? Why me?” Ichiro asked and all the cars stopped. A handful of men in coats and with sunglasses got out and looked around the surroundings. For the first time in his life he would have been happy to see an army of accountants or IRS agents.
Shit, Ichiro thought. They would need a lot of luck to stay undetected. A kind of lottery luck nobody really ever had. We have to move before one of them looks our way.
“Buckle up,” Gray said and hammered the throttle pedal. The engine in the back fired and the turbos whined like loading defibrillators as they spooled up. All four wheels slipped and the car fishtailed as it tried to make the best out of the unavailable grip in the treacherous conditions, where Gray was padlocked with finding the road beneath all the snow. But then the traction management kicked in and straightened the car. The tires gripped and they were pushed into their seats as the car gained speed.
Expecting to see the two pairs of headlights to have become smaller, he looked into the mirror, on which his heart sank into his boots. They were closer and still gaining.
“Do something! They are coming!” Lisa said with turned head.
“No shit, Sherlock. Now that everyone’s power of perception is accounted for, why don’t you do something for a change?!” Gray said and pushed the pedal as far as he could before handing Lisa his gun. “Here, make yourself useful.”
The cars would have caught up any moment.
And with a crash that punched their spines and screeches that cut into their ears, the first following SUV bit into their car, metal brushing against metal, pressing on each other, deforming and breaking, as they made contact and Gray found himself throwing the steering around like a wheel of fortune to keep the car straight and pointed in the right direction as it slid, dangerously close of spinning out and sending them into the ditch. The first of the two following SUVs behind them accelerated again while the second one stood by and kept its distance.
This time, Gray was prepared as the metal pitbull of a car rammed into theirs, partly from the side and tried to kick away their rear. He immediately countersteered, but in shock realized that it was not enough and even the car’s computer failed to do its job. They spun out, went into ice skating pirouettes and painted spiraling multi-helix lines into the snow as both Gray and Lisa felt like being in God’s hands for the following eternities. The car spun once, they could see their attacker’s cabin and the faces in the other car as they rotated by, twice, Lisa still screaming, thrice, traveling into the right direction, four times when the traction control brought the car back and like a miracle still pointed where they had to go with a bit of coercion from the steering wheel. Gray had sweat on his forehead and felt sick enough to puke into his lap—and the spins only had the slightest part in that. Lisa clung to the door handle, not saying a word anymore, the gun somewhere lost in the compartment.
They knew this nightmare was not over yet. Far from it. There would be another crash.
When it came, Gray slammed on the brakes, the coupe dug into the road, and the SUV crashed into them, even harder than before and Gray’s belt ripped and the brutal whiplash sent his head flying against the wheel where his brow sprang open again, a gushing wound above his eye. He did not care. All he paid attention to was the other car. Its driver had not expected Gray to brake hard and so the SUV’s right side had climbed up their rear under its high road clearance and wobbled along on three wheels with the driver having problems to keep it on track. The moment Gray saw the attacker unsettled, he threw the wheel to the right and pulled up the handbrake. Their tail came around and swept even deeper into the other car, raising their follower’s right side high enough to send the whole car over the edge of control. The driver did all he could, but with desperation he realized they had crossed onto the wrong side of the risk envelope. After a few meters on their left two wheels, they slung around, and then toppled over into several barrel rolls and disappeared into the unlit off-road ditches to become a rusting piece of scrap metal. Sadly it did not explode like cars did in movies, but Gray wondered what had went through the other group’s heads. Probably glass. And metal.
But the encounter had its price. Their own engine, in the back of the car, sputtered and sounded like something had been damaged, some part having come off and rattling around. There was no way they would survive a second confrontation.
“I don’t want to die!” Lisa whimpered. “Please, don’t let me die out here. Cold, alone and with this maniac idiot at my side.”
The other SUV’s engine howled as the car closed in, ready to finish what its predecessor had started, in for the kill of the wounded prey.
“You know how the old joke goes,” Gray said to Lisa when he kept observing their pursuer, ”’I want to die peacefully in my sleep like my grandfather, not screaming in fear, pain and anguish like his passengers.’”
“If we die here, it was all in vain, all without meaning. We could have been led to the slaughterhouse in the beginning and it would have been the same. That’s not the way it’s meant to be!”
“Reality has this bloody knack of not caring what things should be like. Like beer NOT being an acceptable breakfast drink for example,” Gray said and became quiet.
His eyes caught something.
A pushed-over warning barricade lay aside the road, where a storm must have blown it to. Gray remembered something. He knew the road like the back of his hand and remembered the last time he had driven it.
A whipping sound cracked above the general level of noise and a bullet slugged through the rear screen into the DVD player, on which Lisa let out more shrill screams again. More bullets followed.
Not yet, Gray thought, not yet, as the plan took shape in his mind.
“Buckle up again and grab onto something” he told Lisa.
He swerved around and at the right time, when the SUV mirrored their movements, hit the brakes and in sound and fury their rear crashed into the headlights of the SUV, rendering them useless, leaving the car behind them blind and their own car without its rear wing.
“Oooooh, you spoilt their toys. If you think an annoyance like that might turn them off, you might have underestimated their resolve a wee bit,” Lisa remarked.
“Just wait.”
He looked left and right again, looked for the signs for his plan. More bullets cracked the air, whirred by their ears and destroyed glass and metal around them, when Gray’s signs had come.
“Now comes the fun part,”, he said and switched off all lights, effectively disappearing from view as their black car dove into the night ahead of the SUV without headlights. Gray swerved to the side and rode the emergency lane more by feeling and memory than by the smallest amount of moonlight he could perceive after his eyes had adapted. He held his breath in concentration and his eyes started to water from focusing fifteen degrees aside the road while paying attention to the centre.
“Watch the lights behind us,” Gray told Lisa, who turned around and had a good view on the car behind them, which in sixty feet distance was visible by the shine of its rear lights and kept to the middle of the road, afraid of going off without sight, not knowing where the road went.
And then, from one moment to the next, the car started bouncing and dancing and was shaken and bumped around like a low rider at a hydraulic suspension contest. It barely managed to jump out of one ditch to fall into the next, always shaken and rattled and crashed onto the next gap, when finally a wheel broke off and the whole front suspension ground into the tarmac, leaving a flaming fireworks trail of sparks until the car hit more potholes and spun and rolled onto its side, coming to a halt when Gray and Lisa were more than a quarter mile away.
Lisa had provided a running report to Gray, who switched on the lights again and led them back onto the main road. He explained his trip in the other direction days ago and how he had slowly driven by all the holes and bumps in the road, navigating them one by one while the largely intact service lane had been covered with fire trucks..
“This scared the shit out of me and the engine doesn’t sound all that super anymore either. But we should have time enough now,” Lisa said.
“Time?” Gray asked in disagreement and tentatively touched the laceration over his eye. It would leave a bad scar. “I don’t think so,” he continued. “The cars weren’t after the pendant. If they were, one would have been occupied with us and the other one would have headed for my house ahead of us.”
“You think that was just a killer commando?”
“Pretty sure about it. He sent his winged monkeys after us. Another squad might already be at the house.”
“What do we do now?” Simon whispered from below Ichiro.
“I don’t know. There are too many of them. I don’t want to force anything,” Ichiro replied and checked the gun, something he had not done since his military days. It had a seventeen round magazine and was completely loaded. Five people standing around, one driver still in a car. Makes about three shots each.
It did not sound too bad in numbers, but the other side had more people with more rounds per person to fire at just the two of them. They needed a kind of gambling luck nobody really ever had, and having somebody along who had already lost half a million in weak bets before didn’t help either. While their own odds at least were not impossible, the other side’s chances were a whole lot better. Enviably better. Teamwork was essential. It provided the enemy with more targets to shoot at.
Ichiro watched them closely and he saw one of the men take out a cell phone and call somebody.
“We should try to sit it out and then-“ he tried to say but was interrupted by a phone ringing besides him. Simon’s phone. Like a group of robots that had just gotten the signal of a homing beacon, the black coats turned their heads and zeroed in on Ichiro’s and Simon’s direction. They were like a locust swarm that had spied a single tree in the desert, about to come down.
“Shit. There goes my plan. Banzai. I guess,” Ichiro said and brought the gun up to lay fire down on the nearest enemy. Like Kerberos it spit fire and destruction as Ichiro pulled the trigger over and over again. The first enemy went down with two bullets to the chest from the four that were fired at him, the next was hit in his knee and throat and the third one between the eyes from the hail of bullets before the remaining two understood that taking cover was a highly viable concept in a shoot-out, even though Ichiro had hit as often as he had missed. All the while Simon had been closing his eyes and ears with his hands and tried to screen out reality.
Ichiro checked the situation again and saw a gap. The remaining two coats were at the front of the car column, at the car whose driver was still seated, and the back vehicles were empty and unattended. He grabbed Simon by the arm and tore him out of the outside basement entrance staircase to follow him. With carefully timed curtain fire to keep their enemies’ heads down and not run out of ammo too soon, they headed for the sedan parked at the end of the line. Ichiro split his view between the cars and the goons as bullets cut the air around them.
He rolled towards the car with shrapnel streaking by and ricocheting off the ground and Simon stumbled, unsettled by the pull Ichiro had exerted, and clumsily rammed himself into the side of the car, leaving an imprint of his upper body molded on the door as Ichiro cranked his back, feeling the wound burn with rekindled fire after his roll.
“Uh, I had a bit of understeer there,” Simon moaned, slightly dazed.
“Get down!” Ichiro hissed at him and pushed his head out of the line of fire, before he propped himself slightly up and peeped at the other cars through the side and wind screen of the car they used as cover. He straightened himself, fired two rounds at where he had seen a head pop up, and threw open the driver’s door on their own vehicle. Cramming Simon through, who let himself hang like a wet bag of sand, he climbed into the driver’s seat.
The V8 engine started like a minor earthquake and as Ichiro kicked the throttle down the car drifted with screaming tires away from the sidewalk and onto the road as the power unfolded like a series of barely controlled explosions. One of the undercover commandos rolled onto the road and came up kneeling with his gun pointed straight at them. It exploded several times when he stood up and bullets blasted through the windscreen, which cracked into jagged lines but remained in its frame. Ichiro had not felt any of the bullets hit home and stayed on the throttle with a ducked head. The commando stood up and kept firing while Ichiro headed straight for him, looking to run him over. Just as the car was about to hit him, the man sidestepped to the right, on which Ichiro heard a plonking sound and much more engine noise from that side.
Simon still held the door open with both legs after it had hit the commando and sent the man to ground, where the rear tires of the car now hobbled over the body and left it lying for good.
The remaining two commandos had not reacted quickly enough and by the time they could have given chase, Ichiro and Simon turned the corner to disappear onto the roads of DC.
“Well, that went super,” Ichiro said, satisfied enough with how things had turned out.
“I’m afraid I’m not so super,” Simon said now and still held his belly with both hands.
“Why? What is it?” Ichiro asked and looked over where Simon’s hands pressed onto the stomach and reddened clothing. Blood slowly trickled through.
“Shit.”
Simon seemed all wet and his breath came in rapid coughs as he stared at his hands swimming in blood. He could not believe it was his own, its red seeming so much more radiant and sharp than anything else he had ever seen, radioactively glowing and self-illuminating, escaping spatial vision and breaking down every wall, the sight sprang to- attacked- assaulted- violated his mind.
Things like that were not supposed to happen to him, Simon knew. It only happened on TV and in the wrong kind of books, he knew. And he knew that he was going to die in the next minutes, as every breath became harder and harder and the world seemed oddly fluid and soft, with colors smearing into each other.
“I think I’m dying,” he said.
“Get it together you sissy and don’t die on me!” Ichiro shouted at him and wildly worked the steering wheel, whipping the car around corners at speeds beyond the tires’ comfort zone. “I’ll get you to a hospital! Everything will be fine!”
In a coughing fit Simon spat blood onto the windscreen. He tried to say something, but all that came out were muffled noises and gurgling.
Ichiro’s mind was racing. He prompted the satnav for help. There is a hospital nearby!
He had had his problems with Simon. They had had their issues and many times it had been uneasy and awkward, and they even had hated each other’s guts for the better part of a few years, but all that seemed ridiculous and unimportant now. He did not want to let him die. I won’t, he kept reassuring himself.
“This car has been reported stolen. The engine will now be shut off and power to the system cut until reinstated by a certified technician. Thank you,” an impersonal voice, androgynously multilayered with male and female harmonics yet of no determinable age, said over the car’s speakers and the doors were centrally locked with one chorus of clacking bolts.
With a shutdown engine the car coasted towards the road’s edge and stopped, leaving its occupants powerless.
“Fuck!” Ichiro shouted and hit the wheel over and over again before he turned towards Simon and propped him up, helped him keep position and ease his breathing.
“Don’t log out on me! I’ll just have to get you out of here and then we’ll-“ he said and broke off as he saw Simon shaking his head and writhing in pain. Ichiro had not believed his own words, but they had been all that was left.
Simon’s clothing was drenched in blood, which bubbled out between his hands he pressed on the wound. He wanted to say something, but his lungs betrayed him, giving no voice to his intent.
When he found a bit of air, he managed to stammer, “… t-t-the world… .r-running the world… ,” before his eyes changed direction for the last time, never looking away again.
“No!”
Ichiro shook the lifeless body, as if all that needed fixing was just a bit loose and needed shaking back into position.
“Don’t die!” he said, but there was nobody to hear his words anymore.
Simon was dead.
Running the world? What did he mean? Who’s running the world? And in what way?
It all made no sense.
But he knew that he could not stay in the car. If it could be remotely shut down then the communication device could report home its position. He needed to get out and to the others.
With both feet he kicked his side window out and climbed through, shredding his clothing on the shards and edges, but did not care. With clothes in tatters and streaks of blood on him he made his getaway, hearing engines approaching again as he started running hard and fast, his steps’ echoes soaked up by the ever-increasing snow.
He did not look back.
He did not look to the side as his hand pressed his cell phone keys to message the others while running.
He did not see the other car coming.
“How far is it still?” Lisa asked.
“About twenty minutes,” Gray said anxiously, not enjoying the prospects of what was to come.
“It might seem a bit out of place now,” Gray began, “but there was something leaving me uneasy. I’ve got some more questions.”
“If Pavlov ever thinks of feeding dogs when hearing a bell?”
“No?” he said.
“If shrink wrap is actually the world’s most practical intelligence test?”
“No, at the moment not that either,” Gray said, getting annoyed.
“Why dishwasher tabs are packed in slippery plastic one is likely to handle with wet hands, making it impossible to open them after having loaded the washer? Or why beer with lemonade isn’t flagged as alcohol abuse?”
“Could you stop that? It’s about the AI!” he snapped.
“Sorry, just coping. What is it?”
“Do you think it’ll work?”
“Hmmmm, I don’t know. I don’t think it’s impossible and Ragnar is as intelligent as our species tends to get. And he has intelligent and talented people around him. I’d even say chances are better than fifty-fifty if he’s so convinced of it. Somehow he’ll teach that damn horse to fly.”
“And if it works and is this powerful and intelligent and free, who guarantees that it won’t see us as threat as another species and eliminate us?”
“Ragnar’s answer is that Athena would be essentially human.”
“Because she is modeled after us?”
“Not only that,” Lisa explained, “but we can’t help but replicate our human structure. Take a look at everything we do. It all relates to our own structure. Everything we do is anthropocentric if you will. Chairs look like they do because they relate to our body sizes and proportions. Railway tracks are sized the way they are because they relate to our size, our specific need for travel and our history of transportation. Computers relate to our needs and abilities in terms of communication, content creation and entertainment. Think about it: When a writer tells of somebody’s room, does he describe a place or a person? Everything we do is purpose-driven, and that purpose is ultimately always ourselves.”
“That doesn’t explain the shitty TV programs of recent years though if it was all about us,” Gray said.
“I think it does. Sadly, it does. That’s the scary part. It’s telling.”
Gray thought about the implications of what Lisa had said.
“But wouldn’t this apply to every other level of organization as well?” he asked. “Man as this world’s creation could only be seen as in relation to this earth’s structure. Earth could only be seen as in relation to our solar system’s structure. Our system to the universe to… I don’t know… ”
“One structure or principle or pattern whose expression and avatars we all are and everything is. We are no fluke, no mistake. Nothing is. We are here to scratch one of the universe’s itches.” She paused. “Dude, that’s like, whoa, so far out there, maaaan. It’s like everything’s everything, and it’s all connected!”
“Seriously though, a tiger is an expression of the same principle as well, but we wouldn’t want to be with one in the same room and share the same close living space.”
“But it’s not very intelligent and we would not see it as free-willed and rational, but as driven by instinct. Besides, there are 15,000 tigers living as pets in the US. Athena though, will be more intelligent than any of us and will know more than any of us. She will understand you better than you do, will be able to help you better than you can do yourself, will be able to teach you anything better than you could do yourself. Every sentience we could create will always be human.”
“And she will be human and see herself as part of humanity in the role of an omnipresent mother?”
“Humanity, yes. Mother? Perhaps, but not as possessive as biological ones tend to become,” Lisa grinned. “Especially those one protecting their little boys from evil women, which are all other women than herself.”
Gray did not respond. He was in thoughts.
“You are thinking about destroying the code, aren’t you?” Lisa guessed.
“Yes,” he said. “I can’t help it. It seems like a dangerous gamble to me. Not only are we creating the world’s most powerful weapon that will be able to improve itself, but it will be beyond anyone’s control, even our own. Can we risk that?”
“Can we risk not to? Parts of the world are in shambles, the Middle East becoming the hotbed of a new World War, millions die every day of hunger, war, famine, disease. We are so well off here in our own little bubble that we don’t see and don’t want to see the big picture. Athena could alleviate all of this. Control power, cure diseases, redistribute resources and probably with a level of understanding that doesn’t mean any cuts for us, but only boosts for everyone. Pareto optimization. A technology driven positive-sum game of the highest order. Read your Wright!”
“But it’s dangerous!” Gray repeated. “It won’t be in control. All it takes to destroy us would be this one AI.”
“And all it always takes is one individual. One individual can change science and turn it upside down. One individual can lead countries into war. One individual could destroy the world. Single individuals can construct biological weapons, computer viruses or even atomic bombs with enough determination. It’s always one individual that pushes the button.”
“Like Sarah wrote the worm code.”
“Exactly,” Lisa said, ”and can we seriously afford to risk not having intelligent people born because they could be dangerous? Sure, the Japanese word tensai means genius as well as natural disaster, but should we cut infant’s heads off if they are at danger of developing an IQ higher than hundred or read too much? I think it’d be the same thing. Ask the Cambodians what the Red Khmer did for their country. We need every intelligent individual we can get, because I equate common sense with general failure. At least 80% of people are idiots.”
“And Athena would be just like a super-intelligent human bringing salvation, bound by its self-imposed morals through its intelligence?” Gray asked.
“We assume so.”
Gray was not convinced yet. As he was not so of most things he had heard in recent days. It did not leave his mind as they drove on.
When they entered the city and rolled through the streets he slowed the car down and watched the surroundings.
“I checked satellite coverage. No other cars have been on their way here. There’s no need to go slow,” Lisa said.
“I don’t trust this. There must have been another group heading straight for the house.”
Even though Lisa presented him the computer screen, he had a bad feeling about what was to come and did not trust the silence. He kept the car rolling at a steady, slow pace and tried to spot signs of a welcoming party.
They kept bickering until they reached the house, where everything was quiet and undisturbed, the wintry cover on the roads seemingly intact. Only a lone owl was heard sending its mourning cry through the blue of the chilly night air.
“Great, we lost half an hour to your stubbornness for nothing.”
Gray ignored her until they had entered and crossed the lightless house to stand in his bathroom, where he twisted the siphon off the sink and fished the pendant out of the tubing before he washed it off in the shower.
“Are you always that paranoid about theft that you hide your valuables at the weirdest of places? Why not try some body orifice next time? I’ve heard stories about mobile phones and prisons… apparently lots inmates wept when the iPhone was presented and its true size revealed.”
“Whatever. Let’s get out of here,” Gray said and focused on the pendant alone.
As he tried to open the front door, he suddenly received a punch out of the dark of the unlit room and buckled over, falling to the floor and trying not to throw up from the impact that had pounded his stomach absolutely unprepared. Lisa was wrestled to the ground and a hand over her mouth turned down her noises in volume.
“Gray. When we came here ten minutes ago, after you disposed of our first troop, we feared you’d already been here and left unseen, because we couldn’t find the pendant. Turns out the wait has been worth it,” a harsh male voice, a sound as if the man used to gurgle with a glass full of nails each morning, said out of the shadows before the person stepped into the light, clad in stealth combat clothing that covered him entirely and night vision goggles where one would have looked into his eyes.
“I’ll take that, thank you very much,” the Russian-accented voice said and the man took the pendant from Gray at gunpoint. “I’ll leave you to the able hands of my companion now, because, to be honest, violence isn’t really my forte and I can’t stand the sight of blood. Have a nice day,” the English pronunciation and fluidity of voice clashed with its sound, like a 19th century London dock worker convict speaking BBC English.
Gray could only writhe on the floor after all air had been driven from his lungs. A big, heavy cloud of pain and nausea spread over his stomach and into his throat. He coughed and tried to stand up, but did not manage, with sharp spikes of ache shooting through his abs.
The unnamed agent left through the door and the other, still hidden one, commanded them, “Into the back of the living room! Now!” in sharp barks with a blatant Eastern European ring to them.
Led by the gun, Gray walked into his living room with his arms raised, looking for a way to leave this room alive, but their captor held his distance.
“There, on your knees!” came another command.
“Ouch!” Gray heard coming from Lisa as she was pushed away and stumbled onto her hands and knees to Gray’s side, where her head thudded onto the ground. She passed out.
Great help you are…
The shooting would only be a matter of split seconds. If not now, there would not ever be any other chance to act. Speak now or forever hold your peace.
Gray leaped upwards like a frog looking to somersault backwards, reached for the hand holding the gun and tried to pull it aside, but the nozzle wound up pressed against his chest as he toppled their assailant over. The man, clothed in similar stealth garb to his companion and pinned down by Gray’s weight, did know nothing else to do in astonishment and confusion but to pull the trigger.
It was one of his last mistakes.
As the bullets impacted with nowhere to go, held back by the Kevlar-chitin protection Gray wore, the recoil broke the man’s wrist and caused him to squall in surprise.
It was like a horse had kicked Gray straight in the upper body, his ribs and chest vibrating like a calcium bell, but the corset held up and dissipated the energy through its complex tissue structure.
“My turn!” he said and let his knee crash down on the broken wrist before he beat his clenched fist like a steel wrecking ball into the face over and over again, until there was only blood visible and the body had stopped wriggling and the skin on his own knuckles was raw and bleeding. And then he kicked him into the balls, before taking the rifle hanging from the man’s shoulder, which he had not wanted to spoil, and ran for the main door. He ripped it open and brought the rifle up into firing position, sweeping his view with the gun sight. The moment he stepped out, an engine ignited and a limousine down the road pulled away. Gray ran onto the street and fired onto the car. He aimed for the tires and had a short sensation of relieving success when he hit rubber, but the car did not stop and the run-flat carcass swallowed the bullet without much of an effect. Gray was left standing alone under the stars, with the echoes of his shots dying off around him as the car left his sight.
He sprinted back towards the house, worried about how Lisa was doing. When he entered the room she was slowly regaining consciousness. Like a lazy kitten after a nap, she raised her head and uttered, “Hey, handsome, whoever you are, don’t buy the cheap Tequila next time,” with eyes and brows fluttering and washing board furrows on her forehead as if she was suffering a pure ethyl alcohol hangover, before she passed out again and her head made nasty contact with the ground once more.
Handsome? She really hit her head…
Some water, air and a family pack of aspirin later they were on their way back, fleeing before the police got to them. Beaten, robbed and out of luck, the hunters came home empty handed to their tribe of great expectations.
“We are fucked,” Lisa summed up the situation. “Baystead’s got all the data. He has the key and we have jack shit. What do we do now?” she was diffusely angry without having anybody to be really angry at. Both looked like a married couple of two abusive characters locked in a dominance contest, beaten up and with swollen contusions colored in odd contrasts between yellow and violet.
“We take the fight to him,” Gray said.
“What? Are you nuts? We don’t even know where he is. And what do you think our chances will be on his turf? And I’m the one that fell on the head, huh?”
“I don’t care,” Gray said and did not take his eyes off the road as he talked.
“Again, you don’t know yet where to find him.”
“We will. Ragnar and Ichiro won’t just have twiddled their thumbs. There is still some time left. Baystead needs to decode the data now, bring it into executable form and then distribute it in some way.”
The thought to give up did not cross Gray’s mind. He would keep going. Stand up and keep going. And saving the world—saving anything—was his least concern.
“Running the world?” Lisa asked. “What’s that supposed to mean? He isn’t there yet. At least he wasn’t a few hours ago,” she said after having heard about Ichiro’s short message from Ragnar. “But he hasn’t turned up yet or called?”
“No, only the cell phone message. And the prior bit of information, ‘Hand Of God’? There are some twenty different institutions, bands or groups with that name around DC. They are being checked out, but it’s going slow.”
They had reached the headquarters again and racked their brains in desperation. News channels were blasting on two dozen TV screens around them, but except for weather emergencies nothing had happened.
And Ichiro was missing in action.
They had lost everything. All trumps, all cards, all hope. They had nowhere to turn to and nothing to do, except to wait for either some new information or the TV asking them to hail the new king of America.
But Gray did not care about the code or the worm or the AI. He only cared about the fact that the man who had Sarah’s death on his conscience and who had toyed with their lives was slipping away.
The world might end. His thirst for vengeance would not.
Baystead was in high spirits. Fate had favored him after all and everything had fallen into place. Although Gray, as lone outsider knowing his identity and plans, was still alive with his band of misfits, even that had lost any importance with the securing of the key.
It was a simple numerical code and soon they would have Athena up and running under their own control. It was a joyous day, a glorious day and Baystead felt like he had finally gotten what he deserved.
Heading for the meeting chamber he hummed and walked with such an elevated step, even his lack of sleep and the worsening catastrophe of a weather could not bother him.
On his way, his personal assistant crossed his path. “Frater Araneus, the data has been decoded and is currently being compiled. We are ready to run it and start the system,” he told him of the most recent success.
“Very well. I will be with you shortly, and then the new age, God’s age will begin!”
Oh how I long for the day when I can stop talking about all this god crap.
He continued his way in the best of moods and nothing would disturb him now. Especially not the weather!
“But there has to be something we can do!” Gray repeated again. The “Hand of God” hint had yielded results, but they were not specific enough, with a handful of different groups around DC relating to at least some hand of God in their name left and none of them looked less suspicious than the next.
“Listen, if you wish the sky to be yellow, even if you wish really hard and over and over again, that still doesn’t make it so,” Lisa said, tired of Gray’s doggedness.
“The worm needs a starting base, right? There has to be a window between it being set free and spreading enough to gain control of important systems and possibly run Athena, right?”
“He’s right though,” Ragnar now added to the conversation. He had been leaning back and concentrating on the TV screens, but now sat up and joined the round. “For the best effect he’d need a good starting base. As large as possible.”
Lisa kept brooding. Something nagged her. Apart from Ichiro being amiss, the wording of his message did not sit well with her. She kept repeating it, “Runs the world”, in her head.
Her view fell onto the silent video game advertising on one of the channels, showing off Sphere and her sigh was one of disappointment, with herself for an abundance of mental thickness, and with the riddle for being such a stupid one.
“He isn’t running the world,” she said. “He is running The World!”
No one else in the room could make any sense of the slightly different intonation.
“The World. The computer system. The massively multiplayer online game, which is the current market blockbuster, tying millions to their screens and being compared with digital crack! That would be the starting base.”
She had entered The World herself once already. “Online games have automatic patching functions that everybody just runs on his computer, and this one is no different. Perfect to start a digital epidemic! Immediate control of the computer and millions of nodes with open Internet connections, and most of them powerful systems and broad pipes to handle the game.”
Ragnar already jumped his computer and entered the new data. It only took seconds for his search engine to connect the dots and cross-reference all the information with the Hand of God.
He got an address. There was only one plot of land that shared a common name between Sphere, who held several centers around DC, and a group called Hand of God.
“Get moving to the cars!” he shouted at them, taking the print along and talking on the run. “Their server farm,” he explained, “and seat of a splitter sect called ‘Hand Of God’ with lots of money coming from Russian banks into the company’s accounts.”
“Why are we running?” Gray asked.
“Because it lies in an area where all land data connections currently broke down!”
“Why the hurry then?”
“They won’t be in an hour. With the money behind them they paid their ISPs surcharge to get teams out and restore connection.”
“And as soon as they are up, all the addicts will come streaming back and within minutes become index cases for the worm code.”
“Yes. We’ve got an hour left, give or take a few minutes! Here, take this,” he led them to an SUV his people had prepared. “You will find communications equipment, tools and unregistered weapons in the trunk.”
“I thought you weren’t the one to play with guns?” Gray remarked as he checked out the goods. “Heckler and Koch 416?! Delta Force equipment?”
He took a rifle, disassembled, reassembled, loaded, unsecured, switched firing modes, before returning it into a safe state. It all worked with the precision and sharpness of a robotic semiconductor production line, with no wasted movement and no play whatsoever. This batch must have been produced by Swiss clockmakers.
“It was either that or the M16A5. Latest iteration, brand new. The power of craigslist. Wish I had invented that. Or this video platform to provide broad means to ridicule yourself on,” Ragnar said and trailed off topic.
“That’ll do,” Gray said and let his view go over the pistols, rifles, grenades—all neatly arranged. “I will keep you updated,” he said and swung himself into the driver’s seat.
Lisa climbed aboard.
“What do you think you are doing?” Gray asked. “Get out of the car.”
“No.”
“Get out of the car,” Gray repeated.
Lisa did not move. “No.”
“Listen, this is real life, not a hazy, red-tinged French escapism movie. People die here. Enough are belly-up. Now would you kindly swing your butt out of my car?!”
“That’s very nice, but would you kindly drop the lone wolf hero act and get moving? I’m in this as much as you are. Besides,” she took one of the HK416s and repeated everything Gray had done without noticeable difference in precision and timing, “I spent most of my summers hunting in Alaska. Chances are I’m even a better shot than you are. And my morals are probably much looser than yours when it comes to pulling the trigger,” she said before trying the gun sight and then flashing him a cruel smile.
“Is this a private fight or can anybody join in?” Ragnar let himself be heard from the outside. “You two stop wasting so much air, and you Gray, stop being such a selfish ass and get moving!”
Gray gave up with raised hands, but was secretly glad that somebody would go along, bent on seeing this through, and started the car.
“It says they are running their own security outfit as lone contractor called ‘Excalibur Security’, ex-cops, reasonable training, no heavy guns,” Lisa read aloud as they were on the road, hurtling through night and storm towards what promised to be their last station on this absurd trip.
“Excalibur Security?” Gray raised an eyebrow. “How blatant can you get? They should have read their Shakespeare. And Freud.”
“Yes, thank you for impressing us with your philological record. Now please concentrate on the road.”
“Any info on the perimeter and the security installations?”
“Any? Lots! We have satellite photos, cadastre prints, security schedules. The main entrances are no-goes, there’s a twenty feet wall around the whole lot that has been dropped in the middle of a forest and there aren’t many more entries.”
“Basement?!”
Lisa delved into the printouts again. “Big. The latest plan is now fifty years old though, so it might not be very accurate anymore, depending on what kind of rebuilding measures they’ve taken.”
“Pull up some data on the land around it and check it for oddities.”
The car swayed on the road as wind gusts hit it repeatedly while it crossed the night as if it was Acheron, barging through waves of a freezing Lethe.
“There are some old bunkers around the area. And one of them,” she slowed down, ”seems like it could be connected to the basement through a tunnel, but that’s a part of the friary’s blueprint where it’s grayed out.”
“Shit!” Gray shouted as the car hit a bump in the ground that wrestled the wheel from his hands in a moment of inattention, bringing the car’s rear around. He stomped the brake with both feet and tugged at the steering wheel to force the car into staying on the road and not taking an excursion into the ditch or a tree as they all were thrown around in the car by the rotation.
“Are you OK?” he asked after the car stopped, middle of the road. All seemed to be fine. Except for the portable computer that had been thrown against the window and onto the floor and now was as well-working as Hemingway’s advice on happy and healthy living. And gentle passing.
“Don’t worry, I have it memorized,” Lisa said with a rueful look at her computer. “I know where to go and could navigate the bunker and tunnel.”
It did not sound very reassuring to Gray, who considered a land-level entry again. Lisa saw his doubts and could read his thoughts from his face. “No, really, I’m very sure. Unlike men, who are only born with pornographic memory, we can also remember things that don’t resemble NURBS. How about you trust me this time? I just looked up other buildings by the same architect and I have a good feeling about that tunnel and bunker,” she said.
He made the effort to do so, but the mood in the car was strained. The days had been difficult and stressful and now culminated all in confronting Baystead on his own ground. If they failed now, there was dubious fate waiting.
“There we are,” Gray said and they were the first words any of them said after they had ridden desolate freeways, forced the car through snow barriers and had taken off-road detours. Gray looked at his watch. “Thirty minutes left.”
Armed with flashlights, they descended into the old bunker, overgrown with a thick carpet of moss, where they had parked their vehicle at. It was a lot warmer inside and soon Gray and Lisa were sweating as they made their way with a minimum of equipment towards the Order’s monastery. The air in the rough stone tunnel had not seen exchange since black and white TV had been all the rage, and various mosses and fungi made the stale air so bad with their moldy stench, it became hard to breathe with the air’s repulsive reek. Gray suspected that some animals might have gotten into the tunnel by mistake, had found an untimely death and were rotting somewhere.
“This feels familiar,” Lisa said to Gray and trailed along while Gray went ahead as vanguard and scanned their way with the biggest light they had available.
“Don’t tell me you’ve been here already.”
“Nah, but drop in some empty pizza boxes and this could pass for the basement of some college AD&D gamers I knew.”
“Like, but not the same?”
“No. The air is better in here. Also, the female-to-male ratio would be unprecedented.”
They reached reinforcements in the tunnel, massive additional structures narrowing their path, Lisa still following behind.
“Gray?” she said after a while.
“What?”
“You could use new shoes.”
Gray stopped and looked down towards his feet. He had taken a pair of rough, used hiking shoes from Ragnar’s wardrobe, and except for some minor nicks and cuts, they seemed perfectly functional. How could anything like that cross her mind now?
“Why? What’s wrong with them? They work fine. Besides, what’s it with you women judging a man by his shoes? Do you really want a man that constantly has a nice, new pair of shoes? Do you know what it says about the man? It says he’ll replace you with a newer model for no apparent reason. He likes you, he loves your looks, he thinks you complement him and he didn’t mind the effort to be with you, but… BUT you will be replaced by a newer model. She won’t look better, she won’t be sexier, she won’t be cleverer, she won’t offer any more than you did, but he’ll go for her, just because she’s his flavor of the week. And a man with old and worn shoes, unwilling to let them go unless they completely fall apart and leave his feet on their own accord? It says that he’ll always stick with you, never abandon you, don’t be tempted by flashier models and always appreciate you for what you did and remember the time he spent with you. He’ll take you as you are and not establish your worth as compared to others. Now, tell me, which kind of man should women—at least the ten percent that don’t go for abusive assholes—rather look for?” he ranted and stared at Lisa, out of breath from talking, and only cracked a smile when Lisa started laughing.
“You had prepared that long beforehand and had just been waiting for the chance to deliver it, haven’t you?”
“Yes. Sorry. It’s odd though,” Gray said. “One could think that we aren’t attaching much gravity to what we are doing and what we are facing, but I guess deep down we are all optimists. We always believe we’ll fit through the needle-eye of probabilities.”
“Otherwise we’d probably be scared shitless and to the point of not moving. I mean, we are expected to at least outlive our parents.”
“Yeah, well, already did that with my father. He died in his car when I was a small kid,” Gray said as they took up walking again.
“Hm. Car accidents are horrible.”
“Hah, yeah, accident—depends on your point of view. Surely this was an accident… The kind where you have a hose connecting your car’s exhaust to the cabin while you sit inside and have it running in a closed garage,” Gray said with a quiet, bitter, desperate, dismissive sneer, as if laughing down a cliff. Slightly shocked, Lisa still looked at him with eyes wide open when he turned to her and said, “Yeah, surprised me back then too. Didn’t expect him to be a quitter.”
“I don’t know whether I’m supposed to laugh or feel sorry.”
“Yeah, I feel the same way about life in general,” Gray said before he turned back and restricted himself to silent trotting until they had to stop again.
There was a fork ahead in the tunnel and either way was covered in darkness, their lights too weak to illuminate where they were leading, if anywhere at all.
“We split up. You go left, I’ll take the right one. Whoever finds either a dead end or a passage reports back over the intercom,” Gray said and heard no objections before he wandered into his side tunnel. But even far after the echoes of Lisa’s steps had died away, the tunnel still remained generic and unchanging, without the slightest variation.
“Hey, Gray, you still there?” Lisa’s voice came over the radio. “What’s the tunnel looking like on your side? It’s more and more ruinous here and I expect I’ll run into a block soon, so-“ Lisa said before her voice was drowned out by the sound of a thunderous avalanche and all Gray heard over the earphone was falling rocks and undefined noise.
“Lisa? Lisa?! Are you there?” he shouted into the microphone, but got no reply. “Lisa? What’s going on? Talk to me!” Gray tried, but the sound of settling dust was the only answer he got.
Shit.
A cold shiver ran down his back and shook his neck. What if she dies now? Wiped out by a stupid landslide in a tumbledown tunnel.
“Hey, answer me!”
Gray did not know what to do. Go back and check on her? Or move on and stop Baystead? And any second he spent not deciding was a second wasted either way.
In a hurry he dropped his equipment and sprinted back, raced through the other fork and then encountered the stone blockage, where the tunnel had collapsed and massive slabs of stone and debris obstructed way, light and sound. He tried lifting one of the stones at the front, but barely even managed to roll it over. It was hopeless. Even with an excavator this would take the better part of a whole day. Several attempts on the radio later, he still was left with nothing but crackling white noise.
Fuck.
Gray gnashed his teeth, clenched his fists and raced back to his own forking, where he took to his equipment and tools, gripped the assault rifle and ran deeper into the tunnel he had chosen first. What am I supposed to do if she’s on the other side of the stone blockage? She might even be fine, but have a damaged intercom.
He ran on.
And reached a metal door that had to lead into the basement of the main building as he guessed, but it was nothing some tactical application of C4 did not take care of with minor bangs.
Gray looked at his clock. About ten minutes left before the line was back. He had to press on.
He climbed through the detonation hole and ran through the overstuffed storage basement he encountered with no proper idea where to go.
On a noise ahead he threw himself at the wall, to hide in the shadows as he peeked around the corner. A man in monk’s habit was searching through shelves and gathered food from large jugs.
Gray sneaked up from behind, slowly closing the gap, arms already reaching out, and then grabbed him by his neck into a stranglehold, dragged him into shadows and whispered into his ear, “You make a noise: You die. You struggle: You die. You give the wrong answer: You die. Do you understand?”
Gray felt the man’s chin pressing on his own underarm in an attempt to nod.
“Good,” Gray said and eased his grip around the man’s neck on which the monk took deep breaths and made every effort to mute his coughs.
“How do I get up from here and where is Araneus staying?”
The man answered with a voice that just then made Gray realize that he could not have been older than fifteen years old, with a young and unspent voice, “Third corridor right, then left, upstairs.”
“Araneus?”
“I don’t know.”
Gray tightened his grip again, the boy’s airways beginning to whistle.
“I really don’t know. I’m just a lowly monk here. Nobody tells me anything. I’m responsible for the food! I swear!” the kid whined, the fear of a cornered animal ringing through. “Please, let me go! I really don’t know.”
“I’m going to find the way up now, and if I find out you lied, I’m going to come back. Promise.”
“But I really-,“ were his last words before Gray gave him a shot from the injector gun and knocked him out.
With the keys the kid has had with him, Gray sped the described way up into a large, unlit and empty kitchen, where the monk had been preparing a late night snack by the looks of it.
From there, he made careful progress and dodged his way through shadows and aside working monks, opting for the stealthy approach. He quickly had a good picture of the layout and structure of the building complex, but needed reliable information on where and how to enter Baystead’s den or even better, the server farm.
While in the inner yard again, Gray could see an open and warmly lit window up ahead, where by the descriptions a small library should have been. He guessed only people really into their work would still toil away at this hour and have some important work to do. Perfect to gather intelligence.
Without trouble Gray quickly squirreled his way up the rough outer stone wall of the building and swung himself overhand into the library room.
There was one monk, bent over a couple tomes and transcribing some iconographic script, who did not see the gun coming. All he felt was a cold metal ring pressed against the back of his head.
“They say writing takes blood and tears. I can help you on the former unless you do as told,” the robed scholar heard behind himself, no face to go with the voice as he instinctively raised his hands.
“What do you want?” the monk asked without fear, more annoyed than impressed, like a school master putting up with childish antics.
“Where is Araneus?”
“I don’t know. I could tell you where he should be though. Questions about ‘being’ are so horribly ontological,” the monk lectured Gray joylessly.
“Yeah, I wouldn’t be a smartass right now,” Gray advised him and pressed the gun deeper into the man’s skull.
“Why? Do you know who I am?”
“Um, let’s see… ” Gray said, grabbed the man by his short hair and crashed the head face first into the table. Blood sprang forth from the nose like from a newly unearthed oil reservoir and the dizzy man had trouble staying conscious.
“Because I’m not fucking here to play!” Gray finished. “The real choice forced upon you here should be clear. I won’t repeat myself. I won’t wait for an answer. I won’t accept an answer to a question I didn’t ask. Where is Araneus?”
The monk opened his mouth to reply, but then the world around Gray exploded and nearly shook him off his feet as detonations all over the place of the Brotherhood went off and several shockwaves raced through the room.
A diversion by Lisa? No, she wouldn’t have had the time. Who was that?
Somebody else seemed to be on the premise and taking it out on the Brotherhood, but Gray had no idea who it was and why and what exactly was going on. Flames licked over all the buildings and through the window he saw the sky burn in bright red and yellow.
Just in time, he also saw the elder monk swing a man-sized candleholder over his side to bring it down onto Gray with all his might. The scholar had slipped away as Gray had been unbalanced and distracted by the explosions, but Gray sidestepped the man’s amateurish attack and carried his own momentum further and brought his arm against the man’s throat, ripping him from his feet into the air and then down into a hard crash onto the floor, where his head rebounded like a hollow wooden ball and caused the man to coil and groan.
An alarm went off. Bells and speakers all over the ground took up their service and set the whole convent awake.
Shit. And I’m still the shortest on time.
He grabbed the unconscious monk’s robe and dressed himself in it, hiding his face deep in the hood and rifle below the wide garb as he stepped out onto the hall, where groups of monks ran by. Their robes, Gray saw, were different. More militaristic in cut and shape, as if part of the Order’s guard.
Gray grabbed one of the monks by the arm and held him back.
“I have an important message for Frater Araneus. Where can I find him right now?!” he said.
“The lower computer lab,” the monk said and eyed his running companions, looking to close up to them, but Gray did not let go, slightly yanking on the sleeve again.
“Second basement in the auditorium,” the monk said.
“Very well. You can leave.”
Gray let go and sprinted off in the other direction. Running through the balustrade he had a good look on the whole ground and saw the heavily fortified entrance gates and doors, where a security chokepoint was raised and most of the inner area neglected.
He skimmed over the ground like over a minefield—between explosion shrapnel from where other bombs had went off, burning fires and minor detonations still going on all over the place and members of the Order running around like headless chickens, trying to save themselves or some property, fighting the fire and smoke and confusion.
The steps downwards into the auditorium were quickly taken and the aged stone and wood construction gave way to chrome, steel and neon on the second basement level. It was as if he had been cut out of a fantasy novel and pasted into a sci-fi story, with gleaming surfaces and sterile light around him. And to his relief there were signs pointing the way.
Gray did not let up on his run and moved quickly, turned what he expected to be the final corner and saw half a dozen heavily armed soldiers standing guard with fortified machine guns and protecting the computer lab from any access.
Without hesitation, and using the men’s confusion about Gray’s robe that designated him as high-ranking member, the assault rifle flew into his hands and before the soldiers reacted three of them had already found a bloody end at the wrong side of Gray’s rattling weapon, which in its precision and sharpness felt like a scalpel and proved as effective.
Ex-cops and no heavy weapons, my ass! Gray thought and his bullets tore apart a man’s throat who was about to reach for a gun, and nailed the next one against the barrier with close distance shots, where the man twitched as if he had grabbed a heavy current power line.
The last one had seen the boot coming in Gray’s jump, but had been unable to evade in time. Spinning like a gyro, with arms outstretched, the kick sent him to knock his head into the wall.
Quickly skipping over the bodies, Gray opened the door to the lab.
What he found was not what he had expected.
One of these days you are going to kill yourself with your inattention, Lisa thought to herself and knocked the dust out of her clothing. The tunnel had collapsed just as they were talking about it and she had mostly managed to jump out of harm’s way and cover herself from the bigger rocks, only suffering minor cuts from the collapse.
She continued her way until she reached the bottom part of a well. Looking up through the bore she could see the night sky like through a telescope, while the small stream of water flowing along in front of her disappeared into the darkness. With a jump she reached for the first metal handle that made the ladder upwards.
The climb tired and weighed her arms down, and when the earth suddenly shook under gigantic tremors, Lisa’s step slipped, but she held on to avoid her plunge into the shadows beneath, like Alice down the rabbit hole, but with an end less inspiring.
The quakes sounded like explosions and Lisa wondered whether Gray was responsible for them.
Wouldn’t have had enough time. Did something go off in some of their laboratories?!
It seemed to her that somebody else was having a go at the Order, yet she had no clue as to who and why, friend or foe or something completely beyond.
At the well’s exit she carefully raised her head over the edge to look at the outside world and found herself in the inner yard at a remote wall, close to the backside of a utility shed as far as she could tell. Hidden well enough to make a quick exit.
After she had heaved herself over the brink she took cover at a corner of the building and observed the hectic commotion in the yard, where troops of monks ran around and tried to put out fires, and armed groups followed their leaders somewhere and lots of screaming, shouting and alarms painted a chaotic picture framed by lots of furious confusion as several buildings were burning down, producing copious amounts of smoke and heat. Somebody seemed to have a score to settle with the Order.
With no idea of Gray’s location, she had to find Ichiro on her own. Carefully mustering the constructions around the yard, she recognized the secondary administrative building from the ground’s layout plans, which according to her drawings had suspiciously thicker walls and a floor and basement plan that made it look like a prison. A likely detention center. Using the chaos as cover and sprinting between gaps, she entered the building and found brief rest from the noise and heat of the outside.
Sneaking down the halls, she turned up in a staircase that would lead her down and already set a foot into it when without warning a shadow from the corner of her eye flew onto her and toppled her over, turning her onto her back on the floor.
“What’s a little bird doing here?” the shadow, which turned out to be a member of the Order, asked her into her face as he pinned her arms down. “There should be no little bird here?” he said and Lisa tried to wriggle free, but was not awarded any success, the man’s arms and foul stench pressing down on her alike.
When he spoke, Lisa could see his mouth and she wished she had not. It looked like it had been in a car crash a while ago and abandoned ever since. But even then, his eyes were worse. The utter lack of empathy, as if a kind of alien and detached intelligence looked down on her, mixed with the mind of a seven year old that stripped the skin of stray cats for fun and laughter, enjoying every single tortured scream with glee.
“Eh, nobody is going to miss this prissy Bird, eh?” he said and his hand reached down.
“Go uninstall yourself!” Lisa spat in his face and used the chance to bury her knee deep in the man’s groin and then rammed both her hands as one double-fist into his mug, before she got out her gun and set it onto the man’s gut and forced him off her.
“Where’s the prisoner that came in today?”
“I don’t know of any prison-“ the man now whined like a beaten dog, his tail between his legs.
Lisa pressed the nozzle deeper into the gut, at risk of missing if any further away, and tightened her fist.
“Wait! Wait!” the man said. “Second basement, room seventeen!! I’ll tell you everything! Just let me go!! Please!” he bartered for his life, teary eyes wide open and sweat running down his face.
“Any keys I need?” Lisa asked and now looked down on him through the sight of her rifle, the muscles of her underarm carved out from gripping the handle. “There’d better be no retina scanners, cause I’m not going to drag you down there in whole!”
“Here, here, take those! They are all you need!” he threw a bundle with key cards onto the ground before Lisa.
“I’ll be back if not,” she said, drew the injector gun and shot a narcotic projectile into the man’s crotch. Love, Lisa.
In the basement, her eyes flew over the room numbers as she ran along the bright, nearly aseptically lit, hall and counted up until she reached number seventeen. She sliced the keycard with a swipe through the vertical reading slot and ripped the door open.
“So you guys decided to bring me the hummer and champagne after all?” Ichiro asked when the first light since hours fell into the small cell and blinded him, the light piercing his eyes like white knitting needles.
“You’ll get all the hummer you can stomach once you move your behind out of there! Get going!”
“Oh. Liz. About time I reckon,” he said and stretched, shielding his eyes as he stepped out into the light.
“Is there anything that ever worries you?” she asked.
“Yes. Birds. They always go for headshots. Guess my TTL counter just didn’t reach zero yet. Where’s Gray?”
On the way out she told Ichiro what had happened right until she had freed him.
“Well then, let’s go find Gray,” he said and took the rifle with an expectant grin.
There were only two scientists in the laboratory. Both were older than fifty and had decorated uniforms that hinted at higher ranks.
Gray jerked his gun back and forth between them, puzzled that Baystead was not there and no operation running.
“Where’s Araneus?!” he yelled at them with raw chords. Not finding Baystead felt oddly anti-climactic.
None of the two scientists moved or spoke among the rests of what looked like a suddenly abandoned project, with open books, running computers, food for a dozen people and overturned chairs lying around.
“You!” Gray spoke to the first scientist and held him at point blank range, his head on the rifle’s notch. “Where’s Baystead?!”
“As if I’d tell you, you piece-“
Gray felt the urge to shoot him and make a point, and was about to do so with a voice in his head demanding blood, but pushed that urge down again and instead knocked the man out with a short and snappy blow from the rifle’s blunt end. “Wrong answer.”
“You!” he swung the rifle now around to the second scientist, who looked a lot more afraid and easier to break. “Unless you want that motherfucker to wake up and report your untimely death later, I suggest you tell me where Araneus went,” he growled at the scientist and tightened his fingers around the trigger.
More bombs went off somewhere as the vibrations crept through the ground and shook the glasses in the room.
“I-I d-don’t know!”
Gray shot into the air beside the monk, who buckled over in fear and started begging and pleading.
“They are going to kill me if I-“
Gray pointed the gun down onto the man’s leg and his finger twitched as he fired a round into the targeted thigh. Screaming, the man fell down and squirmed on the ground, emptying air from back areas of his lung that had not been in use since he had drawn first breath.
Gray stepped onto the wound with his boot, grinding it in as if trying to maim a burning cigarette butt under his sole, eliciting more screams, and asked for Araneus again before he pointed the gun at the man’s head.
The scientist’s eyes went up crosswise towards the barrel, “T-t-the helicopter pad… above his office… in the west wing’s tower!” he muttered under sobs and cries.
If he slips away now, he’s gone for good. With enough time he can launch it from anywhere.
Out of the room he sprinted with large jumps through the building and onto the fire-filled yard where he ran right into somebody’s fist he had not seen coming—a second time.
“Gray, we meet again! Under these most peculiar of circumstances!” he heard a familiar voice with Russian accent as he picked himself up from the floor and earned a kick that crushed into his ribs and sent him onto the ground again, burying his face nose-wide in the trudgy mud, soft earth watered up by the melting snow as caused by the spreading fire heating up the air. Gray spit blood, trying to get rid of the metallic copper taste in his mouth.
“I really don’t have time to play,” Gray said and got up once again, ducked beneath a right swinger and heaved his attacker into the air by his legs and threw him a few yard away onto the muddy ground, grabbed his equipment again and wanted to run on, when the Russian reappeared on his side and swung a jagged metal bar—some part of the construction rubble that littered the floor after one of the smaller buildings had completely vanished in a detonation—at Gray in full force.
Gray tried to dodge it sideways, but the edge hacked into his right chest and tore his flesh open in a deep wound that immediately painted his surrounding clothing in a deep, wet red and set his brain aflame with a flash of crimson pain.
Now you’ve fucking done it…
“Mr. Gray, you wouldn’t want to leave us so early?” the man asked and stroke out with the bar again, but this time Gray saw it coming.
He grabbed the Russian by his wrist, led the arm forward and in a kneel brought the shoulder down onto his knee where he blew the man’s twisted elbow out with a downwards blow of his own as he pulled the man’s wrist up with his other hand, turning the man’s elbow into an universal linchpin.
The impromptu blade clattered to a frozen piece of ground, dropped from limp hand. Gray picked it up and as the Russian had wrestled free and stared at his wrongly angled arm, batted it into the man’s neck, where it stuck forth beyond the spine in a way that whoever was able to pull it out would become King of England. The Russian’s expression froze the same instant his body fell, stiff as a board, face first into the slimy ground and did not move anymore.
Gray immediately sloshed on through the mud towards Baystead’s tower, pressing onto his wounded side as blood and sweat poured out of him. The Russian probably had imagined a more glamorous death for himself, but Gray was in a hurry and it had still been better than going like Elvis.
He felt as if his side was split. Getting air was like giving birth to every single breath, but he only knew one way to go and one thing to do. And so he would.
Lisa tugged at Ichiro’s sleeve.
“Over there, at the far side! Isn’t that Gray?!”
Ichiro narrowed his eyes and looked into the distance, throwing off the large hood of the robe they had stolen. “Yeah, I think so. Let’s catch up with him!”
They crossed half the yard, and nobody paid great attention to them, when Lisa found herself pushed to the ground by Ichiro, splashing into the muck, without understanding what happened until the bullets whistled by over her head and she saw the gunfire from Ichiro’s rifle eliminate two men.
“Hoi, look out next time. Ain’t no respawning from being that carbon neutral unless you are Buddhist, but that might clash with short-term appointments like our marriage and firstborn,” he told her and helped her up.
They had lost Gray from sight, but sprinted on in the direction he had went, when they heard helicopter noise over the alarms and shouting.
“Either someone is coming,” Ichiro said.
“Or someone is looking to get away,” Lisa finished.
Gray had followed the floor plan up into the great hall. Fire burned everywhere in infernal vortices, and more than once did he have to shield his face and jump through flames that illuminated the dark stone halls in hungry licks of orange and painted everything they kissed black.
Yet the hall was still breathtaking with its marble pillars, colored glasses and windows, and the unfathomably high ceiling. As Gray slowly proceeded through it, he caught an abrupt movement in the corner of his eyes. Like a dowsing rod that had found an exceptionally fat bed of water, his rifle jerked around in his hands and he pointed it at where he had seen the movement, trying to pierce the blocking ruins and expanding flames with his stare.
Again he saw a coat move. Immediately he jumped over a fallen pillar into a clearing and saw who had tried to go by on another route through the hall, about thirty yards away. It was him.
“Baystead!” Gray bellowed, his cry resounding, echoing, going back and forth through the big hall, giving him the voice of many.
Baystead turned. Pistol in one hand, a briefcase in the other, head in Gray’s gun sight. He wore a normal business suit and no mask, just like around the office, unafraid to be discovered at this point.
“Eric, what a surprising pleasure to meet you here. I’m afraid I don’t have time to chat though and have got a flight to catch,” he said, unperturbed by fire, explosions and weapons pointed at him.
“Your road ends here!” Gray shouted and pointed the rifle at where he saw glimpses of his ex-superior. Of course it does, he’s got a flight, not a car to catch. Man, I’m lame.
Baystead raised the case and dangling pendant over a flame as he pointed his gun at Gray while he smiled his little, arrogant smile. “I don’t think so, unless you want us to shoot each other and Dr. Hamilton’s life work and pendant to disappear into the flames. I don’t think just killing me is going to do it for you.”
“Get the pendant out of the fire!” Gray commanded.
Baystead laughed, “No, you wouldn’t. That’s your problem. You wouldn’t shoot somebody for a piece of plastic or metal, a material thing. You are too short-sighted.”
They circled each other in careful steps, each one of them keeping the other in firing range and line, while Baystead always held the case close to fire. What’s the use of going in circles? What’s he getting at?
“Well, who says I don’t have a backup and am not just playing with your head?” he said and smiled all too fond of himself, while Gray looked for ways Baystead could try to escape from the scene when more gunfire and screams came from one of the entrances in his back.
And there was the weakness coming over him again, the blood loss more severe than assumed at first. His eyes shortly lost focus, but he did not let Baystead leave his sight, caught in determined tunnel vision.
His ex-boss moved to the left, stepping behind a collapsed room frame and he instinctively stepped to the right. In distance they danced through the room and he kept wondering what Baystead was heading for. But when Gray was about to step backwards to reposition and keep Baystead in sight yet another time, who had suddenly stepped aside again, he heard a familiar, female voice shrill above the crackling and burning noises, “Gray! Don’t! Look at the floor!” from far behind and stumbled to the ground as he turned.
He looked down and froze as he saw that he had nearly stepped into a hole large enough to fit a phone booth through. The sharp metal claws of the bent construction grid would have cut him open and then he would have fallen through onto the stones below, purging his innards onto the ground like a gutted deer. Baystead’s trick had nearly worked.
Gray gripped his left side, where blood still trickled through his clothes and formed a pool whenever he stood still, but he had no time to be amazed at actually dying. Gunshots brought him back into real time and he ducked to get out of harm’s way, while the whipping noise of each shot cut through the air into all ears. Baystead kept firing and walking backwards until—because of a turn too rash—he got the briefcase and pendant entangled in metal debris that had piled up alongside his way. His gun clicked hollow with an empty magazine and he threw it away to tear at the case with both hands, Gray could see through overturned shelves and behind the softening curtain of smoke that seeped into his lungs and became denser by the moment.
Biting his teeth to prepare for the pain, Gray jumped up as if the ground had electrocuted him, fished out his hand gun while he jumped over a barrier, leaped over the remaining meters and then tackled Baystead to the ground in a cloud of sparks and dust and breaking furniture as the briefcase was torn from Baystead’s grip.
He sat on top of Baystead’s chest and one hand gripped his throat like an overwound screw clamp, while the other put the gun to Baystead’s brow. Gray panted heavily. The pain flooded back and turned his view a somber red as the wound seemed to rip open deeper into his body with every excruciating breath. There was the taste of blood on his tongue, but a part of him wanted more.
He had Baystead. Right under his control. At his whim.
“So you like control and power? I have just the thing for you,” Gray forced through his teeth, at the end of his strength with his whole body trembling and sweating, and pressed the gun deeper into Baystead’s skin, stretching it over his skull as the barrel dug painfully into the tissue.
Baystead silently looked at him, his eyes hard and without remorse.
“No… ,” Gray said slowly and relaxed his hand, “not that easy. You know what you have? You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense,” Gray said and wrenched him up to his feet, where he twisted Baystead’s arms behind his back. The culprit had been right where audiences applauded the hero for being his crueler self for not shooting somebody with a line like “Death would be too good for you. You are going to jail.”
But he had not thought death to be too good for Baystead. It would have been perfect.
“You wouldn’t be worth the bullet and you wouldn’t be worth being the first defenseless man I shoot,” Gray whispered into Baystead’s ear as he led him on. “You’ll love prison. You’ll get all your clear structures, easy hierarchies and regulated circumstances you want there!”
Gray looked for a way out of the inferno when he saw Lisa and Ichiro climb over a heap of rubble and wave him towards them, shouting over the background sounds that had become even louder. Too loud. The sound of a dozen helicopters.
But Gray did not reach Lisa and Ichiro. Before he could close the gap the world turned upside down again when more explosions went off and rocked the place, as if the hall had been hit with several rockets. Glass and metal shards flew everywhere, propelled by surging seas of flames and heat, and all Gray had left was a high-pitched ringing in his ears as he lost orientation and balance. Before his head hit the ground he could see a large dark shadow fall from above, right at him and Baystead.
When the blast had blown by and Lisa uncovered her face again, she saw Gray and Baystead lie in a ring of fire after the unexpected explosion, when something fell out of the dark of the ceiling right into their direction.
She jumped forward to at least roll Gray out of the danger area, but came too late. The formless shadow fell to the ground, and hit Baystead.
That’s no structural element! That’s a human! Lisa noticed in awe and saw the figure wrestle with Baystead while she got Gray and pulled him out of the area towards the door where Ichiro stood guard and kept their back clean.
Gray’s eyes fluttered and before he could fully say “What happened?” his memories came back and he saw the two figures wrestle each other among the burning rubble. He wanted to ask about the stranger, but when he saw the face he knew. It was Catherine.
Gray was stumped. He had seen her get shot.
“Seems Baystead can’t shoot for shit,” Lisa remarked. “But we need to get out of here!”
“Not before we get these two!” Gray protested, but the attempt to get up had not been worth the effort. It was over before he had made the first step.
Baystead had found Gray’s gun on the ground and fired just the moment Catherine spiked the back of his head with a large, blue glass fragment from one of the windows. They shared their last breath, a final embrace.
Gray hobbled over and looked at Catherine. It really was her, and she had really been shot. The untreated wound disfigured her stomach and she looked as if she would have died the same moment without being shot again, with deeply sunk-in eyes, broken nails and a grayish yellow tinge to her skin, looking like a water corpse way beyond its best before date. She had dragged herself here to kill Baystead and destroy the place.
No matter which angle from he looked at the corpse: Its looks just did not want to improve. And she looked nothing like Sarah. He wondered how he could have ever thought so.
Baystead’s eyes were still open, but fixed at the great beyond. Ichiro, who had followed Gray up to the figures, now poked Baystead’s forehead several times, as he if he wanted to annoy somebody that pretended to be asleep, but there really was no reaction of any kind. Curious, he used a thumb to shortly draw one of Baystead’s eyelids open. “Good game, no re,” he said after a while, grinned smugly, and turned away.
Gray saw his pendant wrapped around the corpse’s right wrist and took it from the stiffening fingers, “That’s mine. Thank you,” and put it around his neck, before he left the room supported by Lisa, who helped him walk.
“Nobody move!” the leader of the six-man group of armored and masked men in the staircase said through his helmet, pointing his silenced submachine gun at them. “Secure them!” he commanded one of his members, but another voice already said, “That won’t be necessary. I’ll take them,” out of breath and Rue came around the stairs’ corner and nodded to Gray and his companions before leading them outside.
Gray had heard right. There had been a dozen helicopters. Response teams were positioned all over the complex, rounding up Order members and securing the area, putting their stranglehold onto events.
“Tipped off by you and your story I pulled some strings against all odds and used some of my connections to get a better picture and, well, it turned out that Baystead indeed had a lot of shady activity, but had covered himself well enough that nobody would connect the dots of his activities, spending and commands all on one’s own,” Rue explained. “But finally we cracked what he had been doing and after the files had been declassified, we knew where to go,” he said and led them to the gate and the medicinal emergency flight. “I’m sorry we couldn’t be here sooner.”
He tipped his hat, motioned the doctors to take care of the group, and went away again to lead the raid and take care of the organization.
It’s over. It’s all over.
Gray watched over the frozen water. It was still night and the authorities were still cleaning up the convent in the background, when Gray had stolen himself out to this quiet and solemn lake. He had been patched up and his wounds treated well enough to not permanently suffer from not being the first one flown to a hospital.
After all the noise, fire and heat he had wanted some silence and solitude. Something to center his senses, to recalibrate.
He sat at the water and threw small pebbles onto the ice, where they hopped on in small jumps.
And it was good enough for him at the moment.
The wild blizzards and snow falls had stopped during the night and it seemed like the world slept a deserved sleep of calm and relaxation, the silvery moon making the night bright enough in all the snow to see the forest and lake around him and send bluish silver highlights sparkling over the scene, where early morning mist slowly rose and lazily unspun itself over everything like a blanket of milky swaths.
He felt like a part of himself had finally died with the fire, but it was no part he would miss. It was the past and it was buried. His thoughts glided away again and left him to watch out onto the lake.
“Hey handsome, is there still a place left for me?” he heard Lisa’s voice after a while and he patted the stone at his side.
“How you doin’?” she asked and let herself down onto the stone.
“Fine. Can’t remember having been better for years.”
For a while they both looked out onto the glittery surface of ice, the snow, the sparse plants that grew at the brink, and listened to the nocturnal birds singing their own praise of life.
He liked sitting there, the soothing cold on his skin, the cool air that made it easy to breathe, the silence and feeling no need to say anything. He wondered why it was, that while one could talk to most people, one could stay comfortably quiet with only the fewest of them.
“So, where do we go from here? What do you do next?” Lisa asked him and beamed her pixie smile at him.
“I don’t know exactly. But I know that I’m not going to hurry and that I’m going to enjoy every single minute of it. Get a new house. Decorate it. Perhaps a different job. Perhaps some holidays with a lot of sun, beach and drinks. Something like that. I’ll see,” he said, smiling at himself mostly and still looking out over the water.
“Sounds like a plan,” Lisa said and then looked out onto the sea. “I guess I’ll stick around for a while too. Help Ragnar, look over Ichi. Perhaps visit some old friends. Perhaps even my parents. See whether they want to give us a second showing. The first time around none of us had had a chance to practice their roles beforehand and I think we rather botched the premiere. No hurry either,” she said about herself. “How do you feel now?”
“Weird. You know, all these years, I have missed Sarah. Every single day. I didn’t know what had happened and I didn’t understand it. I’m so used to the worrying misery and suffering that it is as familiar as an old boot to me. Not really comfortable, but at least a known size. Think it’s time for some new boots,” he quietly laughed at himself. “Nobody told me we never really grow up. Here I am, thirty-something, and talk angst and existence as if I was a late teen waxing emo onto his blog.”
“‘Growing up.’ One of those myths used to trick us into going on. By the way,” she switched topics back, ”Sarah missed you too. You know, I talked to her—a lot—even without knowing her real name, and while my knowledge might be less… anatomical than yours, it might even be more comprehensive. After all I spent years conversing with her on a near-daily basis. She stuck to her pseudonyms, but what she told me was all very real, I think.”
“She told you a lot about herself? About me?”
“A fair bit. I think I know you pretty well. And I knew her better than I ever did any of my so called friends before Ichiro and Greg.”
“You miss her too?”
“I risked quite a bit on it, didn’t I?”
They fell into silence again and Gray occupied himself with brooding over the short glimpse into Sarah’s continued past and what to think of Lisa.
Time passed before she turned to him again, “Call if you wanna hang out some time,” she said and stood up, smoothing her clothes before she left, smiling a last time as good-bye.
Gray stayed behind and raised his view onto the fog-veiled lake and dawning sky again.
Gray finished his last bagel and leant back, resting his head against the wall. He had come to the diner he had wound up at four days ago, after he had been fished out of the water, and polished off a king-sized breakfast of bagels, sandwiches and orange juice while looking out of the window onto DC.
The freak winter had receded and warm sunshine fell everywhere, bringing early notice of a mild spring along as the world thawed and life and laughter returned. Even some early birds had been heard singing and people went for walks, taking in the newborn world with the kind of amazement every spring and some mornings bring with them. It made him wonder whether good weather helped the incumbent government in elections and swayed people to think that things were not actually that bad as they looked out onto the sunny and shiny world that slowly revolved in its peacefulness.
“Sorry I’m late!” Gray heard Ragnar say and turned his head in time to see him glide into the opposite seating. “I see you are already finished,” he said and pointed at the empty plates, filled with no more than crumbs. “I’ll stay for some coffee.”
After getting their drinks and exchanging real world news the topic came onto I3 and Baystead.
“He was dead as the medics came in. No sign of life left. Same for Catherine,” Gray told him.
“And you… ”
“I have paid leave for three months. They told me to travel a bit, get a new home, recharge my batteries. That kind of stuff. And in the meantime the department will be restructured. As it looks now, Tom might become the new chief.”
“Doesn’t sound too bad.”
Gray smiled. “Yeah, it’s OK. Although I won’t last three months I guess and will be back sooner. To change topics though, what happened to the data. Could you decrypt it?”
Ragnar seemed elated. The days of rest had done him good and taken the edge of him.
“We decoded it, and… it’s not quite what we expected. It’s not in complete running order yet, but something we can work with and something that would have been dangerous in the wrong hands. What Sarah created there will cut development on many science fields by a few years short, allowing incredibly detailed simulations at low performance costs and very intelligent parameterization. It’ll help more people be fed, allow birth for some, keep death away for others. It’s invaluable and we are looking to get the most out of it.”
Gray nodded and sipped from his coffee.
“Wouldn’t it have been weird though?” he asked. “A world with Athena. A world without struggle? Without effort?”
“Oh, you still could have struggled if you wanted to. In fact, people are good at declining help that is offered them, to struggle on their own and dramatize their own life experience. You still would have been free to do so, and I guess Athena would have left room for that, seeing struggle as integral part of our existence and experience, even if it would have been a lot harder to do so.”
“Even if it would have done everything to ensure maximum happiness, I still think I wouldn’t have liked to be manipulated into it.”
“Very laudable of you, but there are many people on this world that don’t have a choice whether to struggle or not. For them it’s to struggle or die, not struggle or be bored. We are all in very comfortable positions that make it all too easy to forget about less fortunate brethren. They would have been helped most by Athena, and they will strongly be helped by what we can carve out of the data. Some insights have to be paid in blood, and history tells their story and names them Legion, but we can ease the transition for many. Simulating different medicine configurations on the human body or crop harvest of different strains or even weather effects of terraforming efforts, destroy dictatorial power and information monopolies by opening broad streams of support and supply. Just some of the examples. But, with Athena we might have had one country and one language soon!”
“As long as it’s not Canada and German. Some people are nostalgic about their country and home soil,” Gray said.
“Nostalgia? Pfffffff… You think everything was in sepia back then? Think the Twenties roared in black and white, Woodstock rocked in Technicolor? No, screw that.”
“Oh well, but what about you? You’ll go back to playing the genius tech company CEO by day again?”
“Yes. In my simple world view, laws bend to politics, politics to economics, and economics to technology. And people won’t join a revolution unless they can dance to it. I don’t know how things will really work out, but I’m willing to do my damnedest to find out how far we can take this, even if it only allows small steps. So I’ll do what I do best,” Ragnar shrugged. “Change the world one bit at a time.”
It was quiet and somber at the cemetery, where only few people had found their way to honor the dead as the world was busy being alive again after the draught of cold. Shielded from general view by evergreen trees, in a small niche, Gray, Lisa and Ragnar stood around the grave, each one of them having laid down a bouquet of flowers, all of different single colors.
Nobody had spoken and nobody felt like it would have been their right to do so, so they had all said their good-byes in their minds and hearts, only the wind and the sun keeping them company and listening as they remained in shared silence.
After Lisa and Ragnar had gone back to the car, Gray had still stood for a while and looked at the stone. He found no words, no voice, and he felt himself unable to even think straight as tears found their way into his eyes again. It was a sad chapter he closed, but still one he would have never wanted to miss for anything in his life. He would have done nothing differently and he would always have taken a short life with her over the longest one without her.
Her life had not been about him, but his had been about her. Nothing wrong with that.
But he was there to say good-bye.
And so he did.
Halfway to the yard’s exit, Ragnar still stood wayside and waited for Gray, who trotted on and was lost in thoughts. Ragnar fell into step beside him. “Before we leave, there is something else that should possibly be best left here,” he said.
“Among the dead?” Gray looked at him. Waited.
“Do you remember the story Baystead told you about the seven year old boy he could not save? From his undercover time in Eastern Europe?” Ragnar asked.
“Yeah.”
“I have researched Baystead further. As part of his stay and cover, did you know he was even married there? For seven years.”
Gray raised his head. He felt what would come next, but still with a lingering feeling of doubt, looked at Ragnar.
“Yes,” Ragnar said. “That had been his son.”
