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codex - (kõ’deks)

n. an ancient manuscript of a book

esp. of the bible [L. codex, a
book].






code/x

an unidentified code embedded within the above


‘There was a certain man, Simon by
name,

which beforetime in the city used sorcery,

and amazed the people of Samaria,

giving that himself was some great one;

to whom they all gave heed,

from the least to the greatest, saying,

this man is that power of God which is called Great.

And they gave heed to him,

because that of long time

he had amazed them with his sorceries.’

from the Acts of the Apostles -
8:9


exodus






The chess board is the
world.

The pieces with which we play are the natural phenomena of

the universe into which we have been placed, and the game,

like life itself, is governed by a set of rules;

‘the Laws of Nature’.

We assume that we play white; that
we make the first move,

but we cannot be sure because our opponent, whoever He may
be,

is permanently hidden from view. And whilst we are aware that
play,

forced to reside within the rules, is always fair, just and
patient,

we must never forget that He will never overlook a mistake or

make even the smallest allowance for our inherent
ignorances.

And in life, as in chess, retreat
is usually nothing more

than a carefully concealed preparation for attack.....






At some distant point in a history
too full of uncertainties to recall irrelevancies, Lara’s father
had spoken those words. Softly, but with clear purpose. She
remembered warmth. Fire, rich colour and better times, all sitting
comfortably within her memory. All long gone. All proved horribly
wrong. They were little more than shallow now, part of a past
tucked quietly aside by an intelligent subconscious - one that
understood the need for retention of hidden pearls should there
come a day when they have reason to come crashing to the fore. But
whilst each and every syllable, delivered in a better place and
time, had stayed silently within her, their promise of consolation
and justification for what she had been forced to leave behind
right now was still little more than that; a promise. Her father,
for all she still loved him desperately, had already shredded more
of those than she could care to remember.

As a player in whatever game this
had now become, Lara had been pushing forward for over three years,
trying to find her God - her misguided assumption being that He had
been the hidden opponent - and, though she had been unable to find
Him, she knew now with a certainty that ate away at her from inside
that He existed. She knew because scientists throughout the ages
had helped us - the sacrificial pawns - thoroughly understand the
Laws of Nature; the unbreakable rules that govern the game. Laws
which demonstrated to all intelligent creatures that every action
has an equal and opposite reaction; that every positive has a
negative and that every deity to which people are drawn like
magnets possesses its polar antithesis. Equal and
opposite.

Its sole purpose to
repel.

Lara, for all she had not found
God, knew that she had undoubtedly stared hard into the eyes of His
dark alternate. She had looked into those bottomless chasms and
seen the soul of a man who had been granted equal and opposite
power to that which had created us all. His sole purpose;
destruction. She had fallen for his charms because there, in this
global chess game, was God’s tactical mistake; his ability to lay a
blanket over us all, come what may, whilst his adversary was
willing to make the extra special effort required to seduce each of
us separately.

Her thoughts had never been
clearer. She must run; escape; fall back. Retreat.

As she settled into the window seat
and flopped wearily against the thickened window, her heart
pounding and her breath tight, her eyes were drawn to a priest
immersed within the other passengers boarding the plane. For a time
she observed with disgust how those same others seemed to go out of
their way to accommodate him. Each took their turn to back
reverently and allow him entry to the aisle before them. To them,
blindly it seemed, he was their conduit with a higher power, as
close to divine as they might ever come. They treated him with
respect so that in some inconsequential way they might clear
themselves a path for the moment when their own time on earth was
at an end. Lara felt so very differently. She knew the path that
the fragments of her soul would take when her breaths reached their
end because she had spent the last three days reliving the mistakes
of the last three years. Nothing she could do now could alter the
descent her spirit would take when her time on this earth was
over.

As he passed her seat, the priest
felt Lara’s hand reach out and grab desperately at his wrist. He
turned, pinhole eyes framed by wire-rimmed glasses looking
innocently toward her. His initial shock at the state of the girl –
as filthy, ragged and torn as any stray dog- slowly crawled toward
to a gentle smile, one that he knew his position would demand he
project. His eyes were filled with care, consolation and
compassion; all the things his God demanded that they be. His
expression was as fake as the girl who had handed Lara her boarding
card.

It was not long before the smile
had scurried away again. Lara asked the man just one question – one
simple question - and without excessive consideration he had
offered his truthful answer. As he did she turned away from him and
spoke with quiet venom. His eyes widened and a moment later he
shuffled hurriedly along the aisle, trying not to think too deeply
about what she had said.

Somehow he just knew he
would.

In a Boeing 747, weight and space
are valuable commodities which must be guarded as stringently as
the millions in revenue which an airline can expect to earn. It is
because of this that a fully efficient air-conditioning unit, when
placed in such a financially conscious environment, is only ever
referred to on expenditure sheets as being ‘hungry’; an item whose
implementation harbours no promise of profitable return. Like the
passengers it should serve, it is seen only to consume. From the
damp, slippery, processed food downward, airlines are astutely
aware that economy has no room for consumption. So they bite a
cheap bullet and fit a desperately weak air-con unit
instead.

Which is why, as she took her
steerage seat next to Lara on the 8:52, the overtly fat German lady
scowled, rooted inside an imitation Gucci handbag and sprayed a
blast of cheap perfume as surreptitiously as she could. She knew
that she would not just be breathing the stale, noxious air which
surrounded the young girl now, she would be breathing it for the
entire flight; over and over. Re-badged and repackaged by a system
whose hunger was acutely disproportionate to the meal that two
hundred and forty five exhalating passengers now placed like a
sacrificial offering before it.

Lara felt almost as dirty as she
looked, inside and out. She had been running for a number of long
days and cold nights, and yet outer appearances were no longer of
any consequence to her. She knew that just one more night would
finally deliver her to the place she needed to be. After three long
and painful years, Lara was finally going home. At least, she hoped
she was, though she took nothing for granted. Not any more. Not
when there was still every possibility that somehow, in a manner
she had yet to calculate, she would die en-route.

Lara carried enough fear inside her
emaciated frame to fill many people’s lifetimes, yet she held no
fear of death. To die now would be the easy way out she reasoned; a
blessed release from the consequences her naiveté now threatened to
unleash. Deep down she was aware that she would even have taken her
own life in the days that had passed, had she thought that it might
help make anything in this world right again. Perhaps suicide would
have brought peace to her mind and allowed her to do the one thing
she had wanted to do for so very long now; close her eyes. To the
horror of the past; to the greater horror of the future. The things
that might happen, unless she made it home.

Not a fear of death. She knew that
much. Only of living.

Living with the consequences of
what she had done.

She knew that He knew; both that
she had been in Germany for the preceding three days, and that she
had now - somehow - managed to shuffle aboard the flight to New
York. He would know because He always knew. What she did. What she
was attempting to do. What she thought and, more often than not,
what she felt. He would have followed her every step of the way. He
would have watched every futile move she had made and sneered at
her attempts from the shadows. She had not seen Him, of course, not
once. But then she wouldn’t have, would she? Why would He have
bothered to create the shadows that spread like plague across this
world unless He could immerse himself completely within them? But
He was there alright; He was in everything. Watching. Waiting.
Planning.

And nobody else even
knew.

With eyes narrowed and desperate,
she looked back through the first flakes of January snow and stared
at lights blazing from the terminal. Slowly and carefully she
scrutinised every silhouette formed in every window, wondering if
He was cursing Himself for letting her escape. She smiled gently,
hoping so.

She caught her breath. Letting her
escape. Of all the words, why had she selected those? Her smile
disappeared, fell back to earth as though leaden weights had been
attached to her jaw. Letting her… Allowing her… As though somehow
this entire escape was delivered with His express permission; to
His end. Was she still, even now, kidding herself that she wasn’t
well and truly fucked?

She tipped her head back and
sighed. Her arms burned and she clenched her fists and teeth,
knuckles white as polished enamel, teeth nothing like. Releasing
her hands, she rubbed each of her inner elbows in turn. Even now
she had no idea exactly what it was that they had systematically
pumped into her, only that they had done it purely to control her
mind, to influence her feelings. To keep her calm. Malleable. Was
it possible then that even now the drugs were acting to accentuate
her fears? Should she dismiss the paranoia she was feeling inside
and finally make some attempt to cleanse her thoughts? After all,
she was finally on her way. She was free. Surely she would not even
have made it this far if she was not going to make it all the way?
Wasn’t the fact that she was actually aboard the plane proof enough
that she had somehow escaped His grasp?

No, she decided, not yet. Paranoia
aside she would definitely have been followed. She must have been.
He planned for every eventuality; that was what He did. In reality
that was all He did. He planned, and that was how He managed to
operate with such unbelievable efficiency. Which only left her
wondering what plan He might be following now, and why it was that
He had allowed her to get this far.

As the engines started to build and
the terminal finally disappeared from view she breathed a sigh of
hope and relief. If this was ‘it’ then ‘it’ was her final journey;
the one that would form the immovable barrier she needed between
her mistakes and her one and only chance to rectify them. She
hoped. She started to pray, then stopped herself when she realised
that she no longer knew exactly who it was that she was praying
to.

The unknowing world which sheltered
beyond the glass fell under the shroud of darkness and Lara was
presented with an image she had been quite unprepared to see; an
image she no longer felt comfortable with. She saw, for the first
time in over eighteen months, her own reflection. The window had
framed her face into an unwelcome portrait, that of an older self,
and she realised for the first time that she would never be viewed
as what she had been at the point she had left her home; a child.
Somewhere along the line she had become a woman, but without the
certainty of knowing when that most important of changes had
occurred. From the darkened glass this new Lara stared intently
back at her; her face little more than a hollow, soulless shell. It
made her feel uncomfortable just to be seated in her own
company.

The long mousy hair that had once
danced around her face with loose curls had been replaced with
close shaven black stubble, her pathetic attempt at disguise. Fine
lines spread from cracked lips to sallow cheeks like cracks in
glass and the eyes; the windows to a lost soul, had been boarded up
with cold reserve. There was no shine left, no hope or excitement
and certainly no clear vision of a future. She could not believe
that she had changed so much in such a short space of time. Where
was the fresh-faced girl she had always assumed that she still was?
The girl whose smile, in photographs added to flesh-out mundane
body copy, had brought life to numerous newspaper stories of her
father in days gone by. Days she had hated.

Days she missed.

When the plane finally lifted from
the white satin runway, climbing steeply into the contrasting black
of a winter sky, she finally understood that the Lara she had once
been, had been and gone. Possibly forever. What worried her most
was that she had yet to discover who it was that would ultimately
be taking her place.

Craving fragments of normality, she
picked the headphones from the elasticated holder of the seat in
front and began to unravel the wires in quiet therapy. A previous
passenger, no doubt in their excited hurry to leave the plane, had
left them tangled in a complex web and she realised that it would
take her a long time to get them straight.

A long time. Like the last few days
of her life it would take a lot of patience and a desire not to be
beaten.

She just had to believe she could
do it.

Though she was unaware at the time,
and though she would never be granted the opportunity to learn, the
instant Lara placed the plugs in her ears and turned on the radio
was, coincidentally, the instant that the plane reached eight
thousand feet and the pressure inside the cabin finally
stabilised.

Flight 320 flying Frankfurt to New
York was fully laden but, like all commercial flights, accurate
manifests ensured that everything on board was accounted for.
Everything. According to the personnel manifests there were three
members of the flight crew, two pursers and eleven flight
attendants serving two hundred and forty five passengers.
Similarly; the hold and baggage manifests for the flight showed
that on this occasion the Boeing 747 was carrying almost twenty
tons of cargo including military mail, over one hundred bags of
commercial courier mail and 340 passenger suitcases.

One of those manifests was
wrong.

There were actually 341 suitcases.
It might only be a slight error, but the harsh truth was that
manifests possessed no sliding scale. Wrong was wrong. Wrong
indicated a breach. A dangerous breach.

Unknown to anyone on board, least
of all to Lara, as the required altitude was reached another piece
of technology inside that single undocumented suitcase had
activated a switch, one with much darker intent than the one
controlling in-flight entertainment. A barometric trigger -
activated simply by the surrounding air reaching the desired
pressure level - clicked into place with a quiet, mechanical lack
of remorse.

The switch started a digital timer
which immediately began to count downward from 45.00 minutes. Had
it been necessary, that setting would have allowed the suitcase to
pass through Frankfurt’s thirty minute security pressurisation
chambers unchallenged. After which it would simply reset. To those
sitting many feet above the hold the innocuous click was inaudible.
There would be no warnings. As was the case with people who
operated with unbelievable efficiency there would be no clues, no
prints and no trace.

As she finally felt the confidence
to succumb to a deep sleep, its pull was so great that Lara felt as
though she might never awake. Settling in for the long flight
ahead, nobody aboard Flight 320 could have envisaged the irony of
such thoughts.

In her mind as she drifted,
the words of her father, still repeating: Retreat. A carefully concealed preparation for
attack... And with every cycle, the phrase
became shorter, ultimately condensing itself into the only word
that really mattered. She realised that it was no longer the voice
of her father. It was Him; her Nemesis, attacking her in a thousand
diverse voices. She tried in vain to convince herself that the
tones He used were not displaying an increasing sense of delight in
the futility of her actions.

Retreat. An appropriately dirty word for what Lara had somehow forced
herself to do. Retreat was not any form of attack, no matter how
hard she tried to convince herself. Retreat was retreat. It was the
act of running away. She had not ‘retreated’ from school on
numerous occasions as a child any more than she had ‘retreated’
from home three years ago. She had run away. And now, in whatever
ragged clothes she might choose to dress it up, that was what she
was doing yet again. She was running. The only real difference was
that this time she was leaving behind the one person in this world
that she felt she had ever loved unconditionally.

She was leaving behind her
son.

Three rows behind, Father Emile
Tomazo looked away from the in-flight magazine and carefully
removed his glasses. He closed his eyes for an instant and pondered
a journey which would culminate in a talk to the underprivileged of
the Big Apple’s Latin Quarter. And yet now, having spoken briefly
to the young girl, it seemed as though his entire trip might
somehow have been tainted. Opening his eyes again he looked over
the seat-backs and watched the girl in reverse three-quarter view,
her own eyes closing and her breathing slow and heavy. He knew that
she carried a weight with her and he felt shamed that he had not
taken a little more time to alleviate it. Some words of spiritual
comfort might have offered some respite from her fears, perhaps.
Somehow, he doubted it. Even so, perhaps when the flight was
settled and the seatbelt lights were extinguished his sense of duty
to his Lord would make him amble down and deliver some
anyway.

He pictured the screams he had seen
in her eyes at the time she had almost begged her question toward
him, her fragile voice possessing all the weakness and desperation
he had always assimilated with a confessional. Worse, he could
almost feel her grip on his arm again, her slender fingers
desperate and tight.

“If I knew nothing of God or Sin,
would I still go to hell?”

Though taken aback by the question,
and sceptical as to how it might relate to her ragged appearance,
it had only taken Father Tomazo the briefest moment to reply as
honestly as he could.

“Of course not,” he had said. “Not
if you did not know.”

And her eyes had instantly lost
themselves and become cold. Not at him, presumably, but at the
institution with which his waxen collar affiliated him. As she
turned away, the contempt in her voice had been some of the
harshest Father Tomazo had felt in fifteen years of serving his
God.

“Then why the fuck do you people
tell us about them then?”

Promising himself that he would do
whatever he could for the girl, Father Tomazo replaced his glasses
and turned back to the banality of the magazine. She was a soul
craving direction. He had seen many before; he would see many again
and his mind was made up. He would do what he was duty-bound to do
- offer whatever guidance she would allow.

He sighed heavily and flicked the
page without reading the words, unaware that at the precise moment
he did, every person on board Flight 320 had exactly thirty-nine
minutes and thirteen seconds left to live.

* * * * *

Dieter Wölfe, unceremoniously
slumped in what remained of the blue velour at Amsterdam Air
Traffic Control Centre, was the first to sense that something was
seriously wrong with 320. Fighting the fatigue of a straight-ten
shift, he had been tracking the flight’s graphic representation
from the instant it crossed the border between Germany and The
Netherlands. Initially everything appeared as normal, a small green
box with a cross in its centre representing the plane itself and a
code sitting alongside indicating the squawk signal it transmitted.
The code told him that the plane had reached 30,000 feet, with the
last six digits showing the elapsed time in seconds for that
day.

Wölfe’s shift should have been
complete almost ten minutes ago, but he had reluctantly allowed his
already late relief to fix coffee before taking over. As he
dutifully watched the screen and struggled to keep his interest
level as high as the planes themselves, something happened;
something that Dieter Wölfe did not like the look of one little
bit. It acted like a catapult, rocketing his heavy frame forward
and opening his eyes wide. The mind might become tired over time;
instinct never does.

With the digits reading 64529.7 -
29.7 seconds past 5:55pm - the coding and the cross vanished from
the screen. Completely. Then, seven or eight painfully-elongated
seconds later, the green box; the one created by radar signals from
the ground bouncing from the outer skin of the plane, broke into
four much smaller boxes which began fanning out into almost a mile
of airspace. Instinctively Wölfe reached for his radio telephone
and tried to contact the aircraft’s crew. Nobody answered. He tried
several times and each attempt offered the same
response:

The sound from the radio was static
- the pieces on-screen were not.

He turned to Erik Feltz, the
Oceanic Clearance Officer whose task had been to assign Flight 320
a track across the Atlantic, and saw that he was busy investigating
his own screen. A quiet man who looked perpetually worried, Erik’s
expression had gone up a notch. He looked a little scared. His
track assignment had yet to be acknowledged and such an important
piece of information, detailing a set route and altitude across the
ocean, called for nothing short of the clearest and most precise
confirmation available. Erik, it seemed, was still waiting. Like
Dieter, he had similarly tried several times to radio Flight 320,
but their frequency was throwing back only one thing - a dark,
ominous crackle.

Illuminated green by the bank of
monitors, the two men stared at each other with a jaded disbelief,
neither knowing quite what to say. Neither daring to ask the
question they both wanted to ask.

What in God’s name had just
happened up there?

Panicking, Wölfe looked around for
his supervisor, Gerald Ulrich, eventually catching sight through
the nicotine-stained window of his office. He was placing a
telephone handset back into its cradle and shaking his head; his
face creased by an expression that spoke many foreboding volumes. A
few seconds later he emerged, smoothing his large moustache with
measured strokes and carrying a hastily scribbled note.

“You guys…? I just got a call from
some old guy flying a Cessna into Hilversum,” he said with a
concerned but distant expression. His accent was thick and slow.
“Claims he’s seen some explosion above ground near Elspeet. You
fellas know what traffic we have in that...?”

He stopped dead in his tracks, his
words swiftly following suit. Fifteen years in Air Traffic Control
was enough to tell Ulrich that what he had just seen of on Wölfe’s
screen spelled the kind of words he had no desire to utter. The
boxes were multiplying, fanning out and… ultimately… fading away.
They danced on the screen like green stars in a clear night sky,
their glistening beauty only serving to belie the destruction they
undoubtedly represented.

“Clipper 320,” Wölfe offered
lamely, his eyes savagely transfixed and his voice involuntarily
breaking into almost as many fragments as the plane he was
identifying.

It was almost a full minute before
Ulrich felt able to respond. “Mother of God,” he said, gently
blaspheming for the first time ever in his forty-eight year
life.









the eye of a
needle
Mark
10:25






On the fortieth floor of the
Equitable Building, located on the corner of 51st and 7th in
mid-town Manhattan, a professionally groomed young man crossed the
floor in measured steps and took his place at the side of a
polished mahogany table. Although many thousands of people around
the world were watching him as he did, only one
mattered.

From his chair at the opposing
side, Jack Bernstein was not just watching. He was also smiling.
And that hurt.

The man in question, a twenty-eight
year old Czechoslovakian by the name of Ilya Sorkasnov, possessed
one of the most powerfully complex intellects to adorn the face or
history of the planet. That’s what the high-brow glossies had
always said. He had also been blessed, according to a recent poll
in the National Gazeteer, with ‘film-star good looks, smouldering
eyes and’ - because he was also the undisputed chess grandmaster of
the world – ‘a personal fortune that ran into millions. Of all his
enviable attributes, the chess title itself was the one thing he
was most scared of losing.

And he was on the verge of losing
it now. Jack Bernstein knew it and he smiled because he could see,
written in Sorkasnov’s eyes, that the Czech knew it also. The man
was about to be defeated for the first time. Ever.

It would have been very different
had Jack Bernstein himself been the opponent, because Sorkasnov had
already played Jack three times during his career, and three times
Jack had been hopelessly outmaneuvered. But Jack Bernstein was not
here today to play chess, he was here merely to administer to the
every need of his protégé. A pretender which, in stark contrast to
Sorkasnov himself, possessed neither good looks nor smouldering
eyes. He (or she, dependent upon your perceptions of inanimate
objects) was seven feet tall, housed in trademark yellow plastic
and could not attend the event without trailing an awkward cluster
of multi-coloured wiring across the glistening stage.

IntelliSoft Quotient was, by
definition, powerfully ugly.

The computer system around which
Quotient was constructed had long been lauded by Intelligent
Software Incorporated, the company Jack had founded on his
retirement from competitive chess, as ‘the world’s first truly
artificial intelligence’. It’s coding structure, running through a
massive array of one hundred and twenty eight 18.2GHz logic boards,
two dedicated to each of a chess board’s sixty four squares, had
been prone to making mistakes in its early days. Unlike every other
computer system on the face of the earth, however, it had truly
learned from each and every one of them. It never made the same
mistake twice.

Sorkasnov, in spite of his high
intelligence, sometimes did.

Which was why Jack, who had
personally overseen I.Q.’s development from its very conception,
was confident that today his highly unattractive box of chips would
seize the crown. He reasoned that it had made so many mistakes over
the past fourteen months of intensive trials that there were no
more impressive ones left for it to make.

Even so, everyone knew that
Sorkasnov would be a long way short of pushover, and it was always
going to be a closely fought match. He had started by winning game
one of six outright, his smile broad throughout and those
‘smouldering’ eyes squeezed defiantly to catch sight of his rapidly
approaching sense of superiority. He had looked at Jack Bernstein
as he had done so many times throughout his early career, his
expression full of victory and dislike in equally cold measure.
Then, after three stalemates, Quotient had taken game five and
levelled the match. The young Czech did not take the defeat well.
With an uncharacteristic look of disbelief, he had placed his head
in his hands for three silent minutes before staring desperately
toward his mother, nestled among those who graced the stage. Within
seconds he was storming in the direction of the office designated
as his dressing room, his assistants making apologies on his behalf
and scurrying sycophantically behind. Here, for almost half an
hour, he ‘climbed inside his mind to analyse an abstract sense of
judgement’. When the grandmaster finally reappeared the score, with
a half point given for a draw, was two and a half to each player.
In the eyes of every person present, save for Jack Bernstein
himself, somebody could still win and somebody could still lose.
Or, indeed, both could come out equal. Quietly and gently, the
tension slithered through the room, lifting hairs as it
passed.

As Sorkasnov begrudgingly took his
seat in the glare of blue lights, Jack leaned back and addressed
the woman standing to his right; the woman who had been to Jack’s
right within IntelliSoft for the past eight years and the woman
who, like Jack himself, was now grinning like a naughty child; eyes
alight.

“He’s on the ropes, MaryBeth,” he
whispered softly. “Better still, he knows it.”

MaryBeth nodded. Like her boss, she
was acutely aware that fear in humans affected judgement, and that
fear in computer systems simply did not exist. After a brief
introduction and recap from Tony Scollitt, charismatic yet
badly-toupéed anchorman for Channel 28 News and guest host for the
tournament, the clock was punched and Sorkasnov made the opening
move of game six; 1.e2-e4.

With the complete lack of emotion
that very few humans can offer, Quotient thought silently and
patiently for less than a minute, eventually highlighting its
response on a screen visible only to Jack, MaryBeth and a team of
three independent adjudicators. Once he had seen it, Jack manually
positioned the marbled pawn on the ornate board which Sorkasnov had
personally demanded;

1....c7-c5; the classic Sicilian
Defence.

Whilst the Sicilian is one of the
most popular openings for black, Jack had always been acutely aware
that to describe it as a ‘defence’ was really something of a
misnoma. In reality it was a counter-attack, an aggressive move
resulting in a strategically unbalanced position for white from
which the slightest slip could mean instant catastrophe. Even so,
he was surprised that his computer had decided upon such a standard
response.

It was of a nature to be expected
by grandmasters such as Sorkasnov, especially if they were playing
against something they ultimately considered to be little more than
a glorified database. But the Sicilian was, at least, indicative of
a long-term strategy rather than a quick game. Jack could only hope
that this was Quotient’s ultimate aim, effectively utilising its
ability to calculate a great many more moves ahead than its human
opponent.

Like most truly professional chess
games, the opening moves and the few that followed were relatively
swift and uneventful; the kings directing their foot soldiers into
positions of quiet threat. The players, both computer and human,
worked almost by rote with an average of only five minutes taken
for each successive move. The huge screens in the auditorium,
mounted in Central Park and on television sets the world over
displayed the board alongside three dimensional animated
graphics

gratuitously supplied by IntelliSoft; the move list coursing down
the left hand side:

White: Ilya Sorkasnov

Black: IntelliSoft Quotient v3.15

Opening: Sicilian Defence/Najdorf Variation

1. e2-e4 c7-c5

2. Ng1-f3 d7-d6

3. d2-d4 c5xd4

4. Nf3xd4 Ng8-f6

Throughout the moves Jack remained
as impassive as any good poker shark, determined to play on behalf
of his creation with a dedicated lack of emotion. Even when 23. ...
b5-b4 proved to be a good move for Quotient, giving IntelliSoft a
clear advantage, he never flinched. Nor when he oberved Sorkasnov’s
reply; distinctly reactive rather than proactive. Jack could not be
sure, but he got the feeling that Sorkasnov had also placed the
piece on the board with slightly more force than he had initially
intended:

25. e4xd5 e5-e4

When Jack saw Quotient’s reply he
lost the battle with impassiveness and his poker-face broke, his
jaw falling toward the floor in abject horror. He wanted his
computer system to win of course, but there was far more to it than
that. He wanted it to win in a human way. Now, in that single
fragment of time, he realised that he was succeeding only on the
latter level. On the one hand the move was very human, on the other
it was not a very good move at all. At best it could be described
as poor, a clumsy attempt to break through to Sorkasnov’s
king.

He tried not to doubt Quotient’s
strategy, but could not for the world around him see where this
attempt was leading. In the blink of an eye the move had seemed to
shift the Quotient team from an advantageous position to one where
another draw was the best that could reasonably be
expected.

29. Be4-f3 Rd6-e6

Another strange move from Quotient;
a huge gamble. Jack was now losing faith at a rate that somehow
kept time with his quickening heartbeat.

34. Qf5xh5

Only then did Jack see the plan
start to open out before him. Ilya Sorkasnov was simply living up
to his reputation, one which Quotient had studied in many months of
trials and subsequently refreshed during the first five games; he
was a greedy young man. Now, even though Quotient was one step away
from being a pawn down, it was also one further step away from
removing the bishop which was currently protecting white’s king.
That would allow a black rook into the attack. In exchange for a
mere pawn, Quotient had read Sorkasnov’s tone of play like a
discount catalogue, picked up the phone and grabbed itself a
bargain.

35. Qh5xg4 Rf3-f1

Quotient’s attempt to take the
bishop; the rook on a7 was now deadly, but Sorkasnov saw
it;

36. Qg4-d4 Qb8-b5

Another threat; black’s queen to c6
for check and mate on the long diagonal. Sorkasnov prevented
disaster again, but Quotient thought patiently for seven and a half
minutes, producing yet another attacking move;

38. ... Bf8-c5

By playing 38. Qd4-d2, Sorkasnov
had prevented Quotient’s queen occupying f3 and check, but had
allowed another far more deadly move. In short, 38. ... Bf8-c5 was
winning material. All Quotient had to do now was exchange queens at
the right moment, and Sorkasnov’s increasing frustration toward
his

opponent led to him making the task remarkably easy;

44. Qc6xd5 Rd1xd5

With the first stage of its plan
accomplished, Quotient set about mopping up the pawns on the
queenside before Sorkasnov had chance to send his king over in
defence.

Before Quotient had the chance to
take c4 with its rook, Sorkasnov’s mind was emptied, his thoughts
replaced only by the seemingly amplified ticking of the clock and
he realised his final mistake. His fatal one. In an outburst
instantly recognisable by those who surrounded him daily, he pushed
himself away from the table and cursed. It toppled, scattering the
remaining pieces to the floor as he stormed violently from the
room.

The final score was two and a half
to Sorkasnov and three and a half to Quotient. Jack leaned back in
his chair, ran his long tanned fingers through shoulder-length
brown hair and smiled broadly. For the first time tonight it was
not aimed at the cameras. It was aimed squarely at the
future.

I.Q. had exceeded every expectation
that he had ever dared envisage. It had learned and, more
importantly, it had taken human-like gambles based on the knowledge
it had acquired. It had used its database creatively but had
deviated when required, thinking many moves ahead and understanding
its opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. It meant one thing. True
artificial intelligence was a broken horse, IntelliSoft in the
saddle and he holding the reigns. Few in the crowd failed to cheer
the victory as Jack rose to his feet and turned to embrace
MaryBeth.

“That was just a little bit too
close,” she whispered. Her public relations smile took no vacation
because she was acutely aware that neither would the myriad lenses
currently pointing in her direction.

Jack turned and patted the
mainframe affectionately. “She did exactly what I needed her to
do.”

“And that would be?”

“Saved me three million.” He
winked.

MaryBeth rolled her eyes, knowing
that the two million promised to Sorkasnov if he lost, as opposed
to the five he would have collected had he won, was probably the
furthest thing from Jack’s mind right now. She knew that nobody had
gained more sadistic pleasure from watching the Czech’s impetuous
exit than he. He would actually enjoy adding his name to the
cheque. With the markets that Quotient had opened, even the full
five million would have seemed like little more than pocket
change.

“So where do we go from here, Mr.
Bernstein?”

Jack caught another glimpse of the
future and offered it a knowing smile.

“Anywhere we like,” he said
quietly. “Anywhere we like.”
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Outside the Equitable Building, New
York City in January was desperately cold. With night falling, the
wind-chill was now averaging a little over minus-four, but its bite
did nothing to deter the three thousand or so eager spectators who
had gathered in Central Park to see the free broadcast. Huddled in
disparate groups, their brightly coloured coats and ski jackets
formed a shivering kaleidoscope of colour against the pastel green
of frosted grass. There was no snow in the Park, but it was early
days. The clouds were gathering and even the optimists among the
crowd preached that there was one hell of a storm
coming.

Though the tournament was at an
end, there were still many impatient eyes transfixed on the screen,
watching the press conference which followed with an already
heightened degree of interest and anticipation. All were focused on
one man; Jack Bernstein, Chairman and C.E.O. of the company that
could now wield the addendum: ‘…that beat Sorkasnov’.

Jack knew damn well that they were
watching. More than that, he knew each and every one was expecting.
He knew because many months ago, when the tournament had first been
announced, he had made them all a solemn promise. If and when
IntelliSoft Quotient won the match - as he always believed she
would - then he would be making an additional announcement at the
conference which followed. An announcement which, he claimed, would
‘give every child on earth free and unequivocal access to the power
of the most advanced computer system the world has ever
seen’.

To the thumping drums and
synchronised claps of Queen’s ‘We Will Rock You’, he emerged from
the wings of the Equitable’s impressive conference centre, his
smile slowly pushing the rhythmic clapping into high octane
applause. With practised professionalism, the kind systematically
purchased from those who had advised the climbers and the fallers;
the would-be presidents and the one-time heroes, he carefully
trapped as many eyes as he could and mouthed ‘thankyou’ as he
covered every corner of the stage. At the instant the music pounded
to a halt he took to the podium and opened his arms, a plain yellow
curtain behind ensuring that he would look nothing short of
corporate when framed in the first editions. After three
unsuccessful attempts, the applause subsided sufficiently to allow
him to address the audience.

His audience.

In the numerous column inches the
press consistently afforded him, Jack Bernstein had always been
described with the catch-all title of ‘non-conformist’; an adoptive
role he played to the full. Whilst it had stemmed from just one
off-the-cuff comment, Jack had subsequently built on it as though
it was the base code for the rest of his corporate life. In his
first ever radio interview he had been asked by the late-night
shock-jock; ‘Do you really think that IntelliSoft can piss with the
big boys?’ With only the briefest pause, Jack had replied; ‘No. At
IntelliSoft we conceded a long time ago that we would never, ever
piss with the big boys...’ Then, after a further pause, timed to
perfection, he added; ‘...we will only ever piss on
them.’

From the moment he had read the
morning headlines, Jack had gone all out to break the
rules.

It was true, he mused; even bad
publicity was good publicity.

Tonight he was clothed in trademark
dark suit, dark shirt and dark tie, his face holding all the
chiselled trademarks of his Jewish ancestry, softened at the edges
by the global displacement of his forefathers. His shoulder-length
hair fell in gentle curls across his broad shoulders and a freshly
added follicle-perfect goatee formed a mahogany frame around his
broad smile. At an earlier IntelliSoft conference, Jack’s animated
appearance had been described by one attendee journalist as ‘closer
to that of a stadium preacher delivering a revelation than a Chief
Executive launching a product’. Today more than any other, Jack
felt that the author’s description might hold an air of truth.
Today Jack Bernstein was indeed preparing to deliver a revelation.
He was not just going to preach the future, he was going to write
it. And he would do it across the icing of the IntelliSoft
celebratory cake.

Another timed pause and Jack pulled
the jacket and pop-button shirt wide open, the clip-tie falling to
the floor to reveal a bright yellow T-shirt concealed underneath.
The slogan on the front, in stark black letters, read
simply:

‘WE WON!’

When audience appreciation fell
below threshold for a second time, the shirt and jacket were
removed altogether and he turned to reveal the back:

‘BECAUSE WE HAVE
A MUCH BIGGER
I.Q.!’

The crowd erupted; Jack carefully
counting away the suggested number of seconds; his back still
turned. In business as in chess - his advisors had informed him -
timing of an assault was paramount.

“Thankyou very much,” he offered
eventually, turning face front with a mischievous smile. “Soon my
beautiful Relations Director and the team responsible for tonight’s
astounding victory will answer any questions you may have regarding
the I.Q. system. But first, as promised, I would like to announce
something very special to you. It is a new project for us, and one
that I believe is very, very exciting indeed.”

Save for the sounds of expectant
shuffling, the auditorium now echoed to nothing but
silence.

“As you know,” Jack continued, his
voice booming through the P.A., “I firmly believe that I.Q.
represents a new dawn in intelligent computing but, for obvious
reasons, such high technology must come with an equally high price
tag. A price that larger businesses can afford - and I hope they
will - but one that the smaller ones undoubtedly cannot. As is so
often the case, the home user is removed almost completely from the
equation. That, ladies and gentlemen, is not how we at IntelliSoft
ever saw our - or indeed your - future developing. And we aim to do
something about it. We believe that the future is dependent upon
everyone having access to the most powerful system available so
that everyone may realise their inner potential.”

As he spoke, Jack glanced
intermittently at notes he had brought to the podium. At the base
of the first sheet, MaryBeth had added in lipstick-red script;
‘Sell it, baby. Sell it real good.’ Glancing to the wings, they
shared a knowing smile.

“As we saw in an earlier
demonstration, I.Q.’s arrays are connected by a new high speed
‘fibrop’ data access system which we call ‘FireNet‘. This system
offers a one-point-three million byte-per-second connection speed
and one hundred percent reliability. And what do we want to do with
it, you ask? Well, we want to make it available globally. To
everyone. In order to do this, I got to wondering how we might be
able to put that power to some communal and beneficial use. After
deliberation, we have decided to announce something we are very
proud of indeed... An interactive FireNet network spanning the
entire globe and connecting its entire population to one very
special I.Q. mainframe indeed. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you....
FireWorX.”

The yellow curtain which had swayed
so gently, timed to the air conditioning units blowing overhead,
now came crashing to the floor, its sudden disappearance revealing
a map of the globe intermittently dissected by a spider’s web of
graphic intersections. Across the top sat a carefully designed
yellow and blue logotype in which the ‘X’ had been warped into an
explosion of technology. Cameras flashed and pulsed from every
direction, catching the first moment that this heavily rumoured
project was even given a name.

“Upon its launch, FireWorX is to be
a completely free educational, information and forum service for
children under the age of sixteen. A world first. In specially
designed NetCenters, we are currently installing two hundred
direct-access hot-linked terminals in each of one hundred and forty
eight cities worldwide. We will undoubtedly expand the number of
terminals and locations as time progresses, but we still believe
that this is a pretty healthy start. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, do
the math because you have heard correctly. Twenty. Nine. Thousand.
Six. Hundred. Located in one hundred and forty eight cities; all
supplying a worldwide service for the future of the world; our
children. Including, I might add, almost all the countries which we
have, historically, had the sheer audacity to label ‘Third World’.”
He shook his head disparagingly. “Not for much longer. And yes...
this system is not only free, but also catch free. No telephone
lines, no call charges, no individual investment in computer
hardware and no hidden agenda. Rich or poor, our system belongs to
all.”

A rapid descent. Initial surprise
gave way to deep thought and deep thought, in turn, yielded a level
of scepticism that Jack had always suspected would follow. Computer
giants like IntelliSoft did not give anything away for free; there
was always a hidden agenda. What the press did not yet know was
what form that agenda was taking. The room remained silent whilst
those assembled did the best they could to fathom it
out.

Jack, slow and studious as
Sorkasnov had been, timed his pause and then offered his next move.
“Via an interactive and user-friendly virtual interface every
terminal will link, through a central processor, to one I.Q.
mainframe installed at our headquarters in Glendale. This
mainframe, to put it quite bluntly, will contain the sum total of
man’s knowledge to date on an immense four thousand terrabyte array
system. That knowledge, however, will be divided into just four
primary areas, taking the form of different environments that our
children can visit.”

The screen behind altered,
displaying the relevant imagery as he spoke. “There will be, for
example, ‘ClockWorX Ocean’, an exciting journey through the
historic, geographic and social aspects of our home planet;
PlaNetWorX Mountains; a surreal Martian-style landscape where they
can uncover knowledge of our wider universe; ArtWorX Lake, which
will contain a comprehensive art and literature database and, if
you’ll excuse the pun I.T.WorX, or ‘It-Works’ River where they can
undergo accelerated learning within the fields of science and
technology. Each of these environments will be accessible from one
central area, which we have cunningly titled; HomeWorX. All
information can be printed on-site or downloaded in Adobe’s PDF
format for home study and all learning and searching will be
controlled by the most intelligent computing system this world has
ever seen; IntelliSoft Quotient v.3.5.”

“Only I.Q.’s development has
allowed such a high level of real-time detail, knowledge and sheer
graphical beauty,” he boasted with a confident smile. “We really
are going to change the world. In every city we install terminals
we will be creating the best library in town. More importantly, in
some we will undoubtedly be creating the only library in town.” He
paused for a moment, as though thinking to himself. “What we also
aim to do is remove the isolation that surrounds current systems.
For a small fee to cover a new operating system, users will still
be able to access our database from their home machines if they
wish but, to get the benefits of real-time access, they will simply
visit a centre. Free. Others will also visit these centres. Other
kids. People they can meet and talk to; strike up friendships with.
Remember? Just like it used to be.”

He carefully eyed the audience
reaction, his PR smile refusing to falter, though he could already
feel the twinge as internet providers and communications giants
alike drew their laser-sharpened knives. Jack no longer cared; he
knew full well that FireWorX was the one and only shot he had at
his systems becoming even close to industry standard. The
subliminal learning devices within the system would ensure that by
the time many children left school a large number would, without
even realising it, be totally IntelliSoft-literate. They would
understand their operating structure better than any other and
would ultimately feel most comfortable with them. In the end, many
years down the fibre-optic line, it was even possible that an
emergent workforce would demand them.

Making the system free and
initially placing it within the sector of ‘children’s education’
also made it extremely difficult for any of IntelliSoft’s most
bitter rivals to complain. The initial outlay would indeed be an
immense drain on company resources but, drawing lessons from I.Q.
itself, Jack was aware that the pitifully inadequate and slow
internet system was still dominating and a long term strategy was
what would be needed if he was to win the game.

“We have scheduled our launch date
for the fifteenth of March,” he continued, “and we expect it to be
an event of epic proportions. Over the past few months we have been
running numerous competitions in each of the countries involved.
The prize had been kept a closely guarded secret, but I can now
reveal that on that day, each of the successful children will be
travelling to their respective capital city. Then, at 8am Pacific
time, they will race against each other in-system to solve a
variety of puzzles that will ultimately build the bridge-links
between HomeWorX Valley with the other four areas. The first to
succeed will effectively activate the entire system, as well as
setting off a series of pyrotechnics displays and a global party to
herald our official launch.

“The overall prize for the first
child to initiate the launch, in case you’re wondering, will be a
trip to our Glendale Headquarters, their own FireNet-linked home
terminal and unlimited free access for life. In short, a prize with
a value estimated at over forty-three thousand U.S.
dollars.”

He stepped out from behind the
podium and raised a finger defiantly into the air. “This, ladies
and gentlemen, is learning for the masses. It is computers giving
something back and it is IntelliSoft acknowledging the support it
is always so very proud to receive.” He looked imploringly across
the crowd. “I hope you in turn will give it your
support.”

Subdued muttering, just as he had
expected. Even those who were silent were probably holding detailed
conversations within the inquisitive depths of their own minds.
“Now then,” he continued, “It would not surprise me in the least if
one or two of you had some questions?”

As the Q&A session began,
MaryBeth pretended to scratch her nose and smiled gently behind the
red of expensively coutured nails. Sometimes she wondered why Jack
needed her to oversee IntelliSoft’s ongoing P.R. He was already his
own one-man bullshit machine. IntelliSoft might never be number
one, but in five to eight years time, they would probably hold a
greatly-enlarged share of whatever markets were still kicking
around. Yet somehow Jack Bernstein had crafted it to sound like a
charitable act.

As he confidently answered a
question on why, in these internet-driven times, the world’s
children might actually need such a system, MaryBeth’s eye was
drawn to the wings where one of the security team had seemingly
entered into heated discussions with what she took to be an
unauthorised visitor. The man, looking desperately out-of-place in
the backstage area, seemed to be demanding something that the guard
was equally reluctant to relinquish and arms were being waved on
both sides. MaryBeth instantly realised that a little of her
trademark diplomacy might not go amiss before the discussion
escalated into something with a somewhat sharper edge. She rose and
quietly slipped off stage to her left, the man eyeing her
suspiciously as she approached.

“Hi... I’m MaryBeth...,” she
offered with a broad yet forced smile, “IntelliSoft Relations. Can
I help you?”

She looked the man up and down.
African-American, stocky in build and in his mid-fifties he wore a
dark brown ill-fitting suit and a beige trench-coat that might once
(but probably hadn’t) have seen better days. Initially she thought
he might have been a journalist, but then she had noticed his eyes.
Though alert, they were baggy and tired like his jowls, those of a
much wearier foot soldier. His expression remained stony-cold as he
glanced suspiciously from left to right. She also noticed a very
subtle but discernible bulge under his left arm.

Even before he started to reach for
his wallet, all the signs told MaryBeth that this man was right
handed, that the bulge was probably a standard-issue Gloch and that
he was classic FBI. Old school; possibly even one of the earlier
black recruits. It had probably been a prestigious job for him back
then, but now? She wondered. The FBI of today was no different to
IntelliSoft. It was fuelled by computers and driven by trained
whizzkids who were passionate about using them. This man was left
to walk, world-weary and biding his time in a constantly plodding
descent through a mire of shitty tasks that would ultimately never
reach the conclusion he craved. Not until the day his meagre
pension finally came due.

“Special Agent Frank Warner, Ma’am,
F.B.I.,” he said, drawn and matter-of-fact. MaryBeth could see that
he gained nothing from the words any more, and she wondered just
how many years of being passed over for promotion it had taken
before the spark had fizzled. “I need to speak with Mr. Bernstein.
Immediately.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,
Agent Warner,” she said with a carefully-warmed smile. “As you can
see Mr. Bernstein is in the middle of a very important press
conference. Might I ask what this is regarding?”

The man looked disinterestedly
across the stage to Jack, then back again. “Sorry, Ma’am, but it’s
a highly personal matter.”

“Well, I am a very close friend and
colleague of Mr. Bernstein,” MaryBeth offered, deliberately leaving
the sentence open-ended.

“I’m sure you are,” he said lamely,
his eyes too tired to show any interest in inconsequential details
such as whether or not that meant that Bernstein was sleeping with
her, “but I’ll wait.”

He turned away, then paused as
though some thought had just entered his head. When he turned back
he was smiling a tiny victory. Probably the only kind he ever knew.
“That said, as you are the Relations Director here,” he added, “you
might let him know that it is regarding his daughter.”
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Every one of this world’s
inhabitants has a refuge; a place they visit when the comfort of
their day-to-day world is temporarily shattered. It is usually a
place filled with memories, good and bad, and a place in which the
even clearest waters of hope are nearly always flowing over tiny
fragments of regret. If the person who visits this place feels the
need for a temporary sense of guilt, as many do, then these
fragments can quite easily be stirred. They rise from the base and
cloud the view, but they settle again, taking with them even the
unseen particles and leaving the water clearer than it had ever
seemed before. Some people visit the highest peaks so that they may
look in tranquility across the world they wish to escape, others
have a room they call their own in a building they may not. No two
people are alike. Some can even find their place on a bustling city
street or in the crowded carriage of a rush-hour subway
train.

The reasoning is simple; for it is
not the place they visit that is important, but rather the place to
which they travel. This place, so full of those subtly altered
memories, is not a tangible place on earth but a spiritual place
within their mind; a place they can visit any time they wish. There
are those who are convinced that, due in no small part to pressures
of modern living, we do not visit this place often enough. The
piece of gravel, earth, wood, metal or grass on which people choose
to position themselves at the time of transcendence is immaterial,
so long as it possesses the basic requirement of a perception of
peace. And these, being as individual and uniquely complex as the
human race itself, are too numerous to list.

Returning to the ranch after the
funeral those who knew Lara, though perhaps not the truth of her
death, competed for ever more extravagant stories of her youth. The
time she let the handbrake off Jack’s new Jeep and totalled the
rear end; the time she broke her arm falling from the summer-house
roof, climbing to examine a bird’s nest. Everyone had a story and
everyone else attempted to supersede it with a sharper, more
defined embellishment. It lasted into the dawn hours when
eventually, one by one, they began to delicately submit their
excuses and leave. When only a few remained, Jack decided that he
too had had enough and he stole upstairs to his home office, housed
in a once dusty attic space now lined with pine and littered with
computers, press cuttings and photographs of the family that had
once been his.

Here, he reasoned, he might finally
be able to find his place.

The only light, save for a cold
blue square thrown across the polished floor, came from the much
gentler light of a randomly selected virtual picture housed in a
gold-framed plasma-screen beneath the western eaves. Today the
system which controlled the ranch had selected a Rubens; ‘Marie de
Medici landing at Marseilles’ painted in 1623. For a few moments
Jack sat back in his chair and stared at the painting. Within the
accurately rendered strokes, for reasons he could not explain, he
began to see the face of his daughter, his late daughter, taking
the place of the heroine. A triumphant return watched over by
angels and greeted by an ecstatic crowd. It may have been a
glorified approach, but it was still one which undoubtedly stemmed
from the same sense of pride and relief that he himself had
envisaged one day. The day on which Lara Bernstein would decide
that there was still a place for a father in her life. The day that
he would hold his daughter and vow never again to let her go. The
day that had so very nearly been his. Like Marie, Lara - he
believed - had finally been coming home.

Home.

Where the hell was that
now?

Through the semi-gloom that
surrounded ‘Marie’ he could see numerous Polaroids of his daughter
pinned to the boards, and of Elizabeth taken many years previously,
long before the car accident which had stolen a truly irreplaceable
wife and mother from his existence. But the reason Jack was here,
in his personal space, was because he already knew that looking at
the photographs alone would not be enough. He saw these images
almost every day, scanned as they were into a laptop computer which
rarely left his side, and their sheen had faded as though they had
become little more than structured decoration to an empty life.
They were also fixed in an all too inconsequential fragment of
time.

A moment.

So it was from a corner of this
room, this tangible piece of earth that fulfilled his basic
requirements, that Jack started the journey back to his place. A
place where Lara still laughed, cried, lived and loved. A place
where she was still happy, where she read books by night and rode
horses during the day.

How ironic then, he thought without
humour, that at the moment Flight 320 was being torn asunder in the
skies over the Netherlands, Lara was actually riding horses, here
in Glendale. She was guiding Misty, the favourite of her three
Peruvian Paso mares, across the length and breadth of her father’s
ranch. At approximately eleven o’clock Pacific Time, however,
Misty’s stubborn nature which had so endeared Lara to her at the
time of purchase, cost the girl her life. She faltered at a regular
fence, throwing Lara awkwardly into the disjointed row of stumps
where only three days before, prior to late winter trimming, there
had been an impenetrable cushion of blackthorn. Her neck was broken
on impact and she died instantly, her body laying undiscovered
until a little after two when Nina, her father’s fifty-eight year
old housekeeper, became concerned. She dispatched a member of the
ranch staff to search the estate. When she was pronounced dead at
the scene Jack Bernstein, attending a chess tournament in New York,
was informed immediately and - distraught - he returned immediately
on his private jet.

Lara was twenty three years old,
unmarried and therefore left no children.

No heirs. End of the
line.

Lara Mae Bernstein did not die on
Flight 320.

Lara Mae Bernstein was never even
aboard Flight 320.

And that, for the time being, was
the official report.

The first reason Lara had not been
aboard the flight was because Jack knew only too well that two
hundred and sixty other passengers had also died that night. Two
hundred and sixty sets of relatives who wanted their own fight for
justice and their own voices to be heard. They did not want to hear
how multimillionaire Jack Bernstein’s daughter had died, with a
sub-paragraph about two hundred and sixty seemingly inconsequential
(and probably unnamed) others.

The second reason was that Jack had
no desire to explain where it was that his daughter had been for
the last three years. Not when he didn’t actually know
himself.

Why the hell didn’t he know? What
the hell lack of a father had he actually been?

There had been no way to hold a
real funeral, not for a long time. Not one with a body at any rate.
Even Jack’s extensive political connections could obtain no
definite answers as to when the forensic examinations in Germany
might be complete or when the bodies might be released. There were
many, however, who needed an outlet through which they could pour
their initial grief, so MaryBeth had suggested the riding accident
and the dummy service. That way Jack could deal with the
condolences and tears whilst they were delivered with the truth of
spontaneity. He had no desire to wait month upon endless month for
his little girl to be remembered. He needed to remember her now. He
needed her to take her hand in his, look at her and
smile.

He wanted her to walk with him to
his place.

But memory, more than any other
human facet, is selective in the extreme. The subconscious has an
inner filter of its own which removes the bad and delivers the
good, as though protecting from the things that hurt most when it
feels the subject is hurting too badly already. Consequently, the
pictures Jack viewed in his mind were also old; nothing more than
blurred sepia-tones of a small child, sharpened and sterilised pure
white by the passage of time. The more recent images, those of Lara
the young woman, would not come. Jack’s subconscious was only too
aware of the pain they would carry with them.

Using the ranch computer’s built-in
FireNet Access System, he used the jog/shuttle wheel on an
ergonomic remote to dial up his own personal file, held on the
mainframe at the IntelliSoft campus five miles away. He wanted to
hear his daughter speak. Not a distant memory but a recent call. He
had seen the daughter that had gone away. Now he had a burning
desire to reunite himself with the one who had somehow failed to
return.

‘Marie de Medici...’ was gone in a
gentle fade of pixels and the screen became the standard folder
listings similar to those seen on systems worldwide. Jack’s
personal file, heavily encoded, was primarily digital junk; useless
bits of information and test coding, but within it was a subfolder
containing all his personal mail. Every single message he had ever
received was included, logged by sender and subdivided by date and
time.

He accessed the folder ‘LARA’ with
a twelve character alphanumeric password and scrolled down to
‘D-CAM’, the screen listing all the movie files recorded over the
years by the video-cam fitted beside the screen of Lara’s laptop.
Most were real-time conversations from her trips as a child, split
screen images showing both Lara and Jack as they spoke, but not the
three he accessed now. These, transmitted during the last journey
she ever made, contained only her image and her words. Even now it
cut deep under Jack’s skin to know that she had chosen to record
the messages and download them complete rather than have a
conversation with him one-to-one. Even then she had probably been
thinking that her father would only spare her time when it suited
him, not when it suited her. How could she speak to him in real
time when she did not believe that he had any real time to give
her?

As he looked at her face, framed by
long mousy-brown hair, he tried to remind himself that this was not
the Lara of Flight 320. From the forensic teams in Germany he had
learned that she had cut her hair short and dyed black what little
she had chosen to keep. Even so, these were the last true memories
he had, the last images of Lara taken anywhere in the world. The
only irony he felt was that he still did not know precisely
where.

He selected the first of the three
files; ‘DC/LAR/0087/GPSNL’ and double clicked, his daughter’s face
appearing above the timeline where the Rubens had been visible only
a few moments ago. Her mouth was frozen in the instant that she
began to speak. The last two letters of the file name indicated
that the GPS, the Global Positioning System which would have given
her precise location, was ‘NL’ - not live. Wherever it was she had
been though, she had been indoors, seated in a room decorated with
blood-red wallpaper flecked with gold. In the background were a
collection of obscure items resting on a black shelf, a blurred
fragment of a painting housed in an oversized frame just visible
over her right shoulder. Confined by the plasma-screen’s golden
frame and frozen as she was, she had never looked more like the
painting he had never managed to commission, or indeed more
beautiful. Taking a slow deep breath, Jack moved his index finger
to the three-dimensional icon marked ‘4’ on the remote and
pressed...

He already knew what this movie
comprised; a ten minute message telling him only that she was safe,
that she had met some new friends and that they would be travelling
to Europe the following month. There was, she said, somebody they
wanted her to meet. It did not say who they were, where she was,
where in Europe she was going or who exactly she would be called
upon to visit. Such was his daughter’s desire for independence at
that point in her life that the entire message told him what she
wanted him to know - that she was alright and very little
else.

“She sure was a beautiful young
lady.” A deep voice, powerful and yet laden with something that
Jack felt more of than he could ever hope to explain.

He jumped slightly in his chair,
though probably not enough for his visitor to notice. Behind him
the oversized frame of Senator Andrew McKinnock remained motionless
in a three dimensional square of moonlight rendered hazy by freshly
blown cigar smoke. As Jack turned the Senator’s eyes narrowed,
looking first to the picture on screen then trying in vain to
interpret his friend’s thoughts. He smiled lamely, walked forward
and added his own hand to the many that had pushed the weight of
grief deep into Jack’s shoulders that day.

Jack turned back to the screen;
Lara was still speaking. “Like her mother,” he said, trying to
smile.

She sounded excited, he thought.
Three days after she had left him with nothing but a hastily
written note and she sounded excited. Where was the guilt he had
wanted her to feel? The longing? The regret?

“So... how’re ya feelin’ buddy?”
Andy asked. His words were fuelled by genuine concern.

The silence crossed an invisible
boundary.

“Sorry, dumb question.” He squeezed
into a chair to Jack’s left, soft leather groaning under the excess
weight his wife had tried in vain to help him shed.

“I thought you’d gone
already.”

“I’m on my way,” Andy said. “Of
course both Nina and MaryBeth tried to stop me coming up here to
say goodnight but what can I say, I’m a politician. Talk my way
into any party.”

Jack smiled, though he was not
really listening any more, his eyes were still fixed on those of
his daughter. It was as though she had somehow made it home and was
standing before him now, everything all right in his world once
more. It was not long before the eyes, like the smile, were pulled
toward the ground by the weight of truth; one of many things he now
understood possessed a power which completely dwarfed his
own.

An awkward pause; Andy not knowing
what to say and Jack hoping to God he never managed to figure it
out. He wanted neither to speak, nor to hear any more intolerable
words delivered in tones which people actually believed might ease
his suffering. He just wanted to be left well alone, dwelling in
the silence of regret.

But he couldn’t. He knew he
couldn’t. Because there was still one thing he needed to know about
the bombing of Flight 320. One thing which Andy, having placed
himself at the forefront of the enquiry, might just be able to
proffer an answer for – one whose foundations had been sunk into
something a little more concrete than idle speculation. Suspecting
he would not like the answer, it was also the one thing he had not
wanted to ask whilst the others had been gathered
downstairs.

“Why did they let them go?” he said
quietly. From the echoes of emptiness, his words almost shook the
room.

“Sorry?” Andy asked. A simple stall
that he hoped would give Jack time to realise that knowing the
reason does not actually do anything to alter the fact.

“The Libyans? Mil’el?” Jack
explained, undeterred. “As I understand it, and I’m sure you’ll
correct me if I’m wrong, the Germans actually had them last year.
So why did they let them go? Why, Senator, when they had the
bastards caged, did they open the door and give them freedom to run
amok and kill my fucking daughter?”

Andy sighed. Jack only ever called
him ‘Senator’ was he was deliberately trying to place a boundary
between a softened official request and a hardened friendship.
“Lack of evidence,” he said. The statement, truthful as it was,
sounded pitifully weak even in his own head. He could not begin to
comprehend how it might sound to Jack.

“Lack of evidence?” Jack turned
suddenly. “Lack. Of. Fucking. Evidence. I might not have the full
story, Senator, but I’ve read enough. so I damn well hope you’re
gonna tell me you’re joking.”

“Please don’t shoot the messenger,”
the Senator replied in one lengthened breath. “I feel the same way
as you, Jack, really I do but that’s what they cited.” He shrugged.
Lame.

“How the... How the hell could that
happen?” The fragile glass which surrounded Jack’s anger was
cracking under the strain.

“Because Germany works under
Napoleonic code,” Andy explained with a sigh, his eyes finding
distant places to send his gaze, “not the common law system that we
and the Brits use. According to their rules a magistrate or law
officer has only twenty four hours to decide if there’s enough
proof of a crime to continue holding. The Judge in this case, a
real foot-in-the-political-ladder guy called Mitgleid, decided that
German Intelligence had not produced enough evidence and he
just...” he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, “...let ’em
go.”

“Let ’em go,” Jack repeated
deliberately, his gestures scornfully repeating those of his
friend. “And y’know... there’s me thinking they’d nailed the
bastards red-handed.”

“About as red-handed as you can
get,” Andy said. Like Jack, he knew last year’s truth. What he also
knew was the bureaucracy that had underpinned - and ultimately
undermined - the situation. The dirtier story that the world at
large had never been told. “Apparently people have to die before
it’s classed as red-handed in Mitgleid’s eyes.” His face
demonstrated that his own acceptance of the situation had also been
far from easy.

“So what exactly happened?” Jack
asked.

Andy took a breath. “One of
Mil’el’s senior men, Dalkamouni, had been spotted in Germany about
two years ago by their domestic intelligence service, the Bundesamt
Verfassungsschutz - the BfV,” - he delivered the pronunciation with
typical clumsiness - “At that time he was in Neuss, hiding out in
the house of his sister and brother-in-law. Within a few days his
younger brother showed up at the house carrying...” - he thought
this one through - “...two bronze Samsonites.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed, though he was
looking straight forward, at nothing in particular. “You mean the
same brand of case used to load the bomb onto 320?”

“Well, nobody knows for sure, but
you tell me...? Bronze Samsonites in Neuss, unaccounted bronze
Samsonite showing extensive blast damage on 320. It’s a popular
brand, sure, but even so... it does kinda stink doesn’t it? Well,
the BfV keep watching these guys and then, in July last year,
Dalkamouni got himself a visitor by the name of Abdullah
Mal-Makhoub.”

Jack frowned. Unlike many people
Andy might speak with, no doubt, he did not recognise the name. The
names of known terrorists rarely came up during the kind of
conversations he was used to holding.

Until recently.

“And he is?”

“One of the foremost bomb making
experts in the world, believed to have been involved in Swissair
281 back in seventy-two. He’s a nasty piece of work; and one who’s
stayed alive for way too long in my opinion.”

“And he showed up to see
Dalkamouni?”

Andy nodded. “Came and stayed. By
this time the surveillance teams in four German cities had
identified and photographed fourteen people who were closely linked
with Libya and specifically Mil’el. There was even a note in the
operations log of the Bundeskriminalamt, their federal police
agency, that stated:” he stressed every syllable, “Mil’el’s cell
are involved in activities which are becoming increasingly unclear
and frighteningly uncontrollable.”

“And they still did nothing?” His
words were etched with disbelief. He looked up to the screen, his
daughter still speaking with him. To him.

“Oh no, they pounced,” Andy
explained. “The BfV were positively shitting themselves by this
time as to what ball might get fumbled on their turf. So, September
15th last year, they swooped five apartments and two businesses in
Frankfurt, Berlin, Hamburg and Neuss. Twelve were arrested and
Dalkamouni and Mal-Makhoub were picked up outside the Kaufhalle
Mall where they’d gone to use a public telephone. In their car they
found six blank passports, 3.6 pounds of explosives, a number of
detonators and... a Matsutritsu model 2110 radio cassette
player.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Jack sighed,
tipping his head backward with disbelief. Like the bronze
Samsonite, it was the same make and model as had been used to house
the explosives on his daughter’s flight.

“Yeah,” Andy said, apologetically.
“Especially as it was rigged with fourteen ounces of Semtex-H and a
barometric trigger. You and I both know that barometrics are used
for one thing and one thing only, and that’s blowing up a
plane.”

“So what happened then? They go to
court?”

Andy was mid-puff on the cigar. He
blew the smoke upward, nodding as he did. “They go to court,” he
paused and slowed his tone. “And Mitgleid lets them go. He says,
and I’m quoting here: ‘According to the facts known so far the
accused are certainly suspected of the alleged charge. The evidence
of actual crime necessary for a warrant of arrest is, however,
lacking’. In other words he let them go because of what he wanted
the world to think that he didn’t believe there was a compelling
enough case.”

“Bull...shit!” Jack snarled. “How
much more compelling does it get?”

“Well, I don’t know Jack, but you
have a think about this.... September 22nd Dalkamouni and his
cohorts go free. September 22nd three German hostages held in Libya
go free. That say anything to you?”

Jack shook his head in dismay. “The
lousy bastards. They traded three lives for two hundred and sixty
one. How in God’s name could anyone have allowed them to do
that?”

“Welcome to the dirty world of
international bureaucracy,” Andy said. “Stinks like a rat’s ass
from the bottom to the very top.”

For at least five minutes Lara’s
voice, reiterating that she was going to Europe with friends and
that she would be in touch, was the only sound to break the
silence. Eventually, with the clock at the base of the movie file
reading ‘00:10:11:06’, even that came to a halt; her face frozen in
time yet again. Andy wondered whether to stay or just slip away as
quietly as possible. Jack inhaled swiftly and then relaxed, a clear
sign to his friend that he had been going to say something but had
simply thought better of it.

“Let’s have it, Jack.” He wasn’t
altogether sure that he wanted it, but what the hell?

Jack continued to look at his
daughter’s frozen face as he spoke, his gaze never leaving the
beauty of something he now knew with an agonising certainty would
never see in the flesh again. “I want you to make me a solemn
promise, Andy.”

Andy pursed his lower lip. “Sure,
go ahead.”

“Now that they
have them again, the Germans, I want you to make damn sure
these...” - he could barely say the words so he spat them instead -
“Dalkamouni and Mal-Makhoub people, don’t slip through any more
bullshit bureaucracy. I don’t want them getting away with this.
Whatever it takes, you make sure we nail these bastards.
Really, really good.”

“Oh, we’ll nail ’em, Jack,” Andy
said, rising to his feet and resting his hand once more on his
friend’s shoulder. It seemed like a salient point to leave, before
he had to answer even more awkward questions. “You can bet your ass
we’ll nail these guys; zinc coated.”

The kind they use in
coffins.

After a respectful pause Andy was
gone and Jack was left alone with his daughter and his thoughts. He
knew from the bags under the senator’s eyes that Andy wasn’t
sleeping any better than he. So, while Jack would spend the rest of
the night watching whatever fragments of his daughter’s life he had
been left with, his well-connected, thick-of-the-inquiry friend
would probably be spending it plugging any bullshit loopholes the
Libyans tried in vain to throw at him.

He would watch the second movie
now, though he knew that one by heart also. Every twinge of the
eye, every nuance of the mouth. What he would not do, however, was
watch the third and final movie file. No matter how many times he
watched the first two movies, he never again wanted to watch the
third. He had seen it once, on the day that Lara had sent it he had
opened it up with hope and expectation and felt both desert him
like shrinking cowards as her words took hold. They slid like dark
molasses under his skin. He had not watched the movie since, and
was as sure as he could ever be that he never would
again.

Once was most definitely
enough.
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If it is ever possible for a place
to be too quiet; for it to cross the boundary we humans place
between ‘tranquil’ and ‘eerie’ then Jerusalem, the furthest sector
of the Eternity encampment, was just such a place. What set it
apart as such was the perception that it possessed all the
accoutrements of a place that should be inhabited and lacked only
one - the inhabitants themselves. Buildings of coarse stone rose
from ground still littered with basic tools. There were numerous
footprints in the soft earth - enough to suggest a healthy
population - and small fires still burned in the central square.
Controlled fires; undoubtedly lit by the only mammal to have tamed
such a thing. And yet the entire site, over four hectares in total,
was completely deserted. There was not even birdsong, distant or
otherwise, which should have added music to the forest gallery
which encircled the site; only a solemn stillness, randomly
disturbed by a gentle breeze which blew waves of dust in silent
east-west races.

When sound did finally choose to
make an appearance, it was not that of nature. Or, indeed, of the
nature one would expect. A low rumble carved away at the air,
building in intensity until the lower frequencies were saturated
with sound. Within that rumble; a pattern, a steady thumping of air
with a regularity that declared its origins as nothing less than
mechanical; nothing less than modern. Certainly too modern to be
seen in a settlement which seemingly prided itself on a carefully
structured reintroduction of a baser way of life.

Which was why this visit, and the
thunder it carried in its arms, had been carefully scheduled to
occur whilst every one of Eternity’s disciples were attending the
daybreak supper. This they did at six o’clock each and every
morning in a subterranean refectory; a vast underground hall carved
into the earth which they were unaware was, in addition to being
substantially cooler and considerably more hygienic than the upper
levels, almost totally soundproof.

As the darkness of night settled
over Jack Bernstein’s California, ‘Jerusalem’ was being illuminated
by a dawn sun. It cast disproportionate shadows through the wild
grasses as it rose from behind the cradling mountains, that of the
arriving helicopter growing smaller and smaller until it ultimately
embraced itself. From the passenger seat emerged a well-built man,
bald and tanned, who straightened his tie to ensure that it fell
symmetrically within his jacket. It was a warm morning and,
forbidden to wear deodorants or aftershaves lest their smell linger
in the air after he was gone, his skin was glistening gently and he
carried with him the smell of fresh sweat. Through the swirling
dust he glanced sceptically around the settlement, his eyes
narrowed, then back through the window, nodding to the pilot who
immediately commenced his ascent. It had been almost twelve months
since Zebulun had visited this, his most sacred corner of the
globe, but his arrival had been timed to perfection. As his
transport disappeared back into the morning sky, he shielded his
face from the spray and, though the subtle limp was impossible to
fully disguise, walked purposefully up the steps to the Temple of
the Father.

Inside the temple the crisp rays of
morning sun were obscured and replaced by air held in the cooler
arms of stone. As he walked to the farthest reaches of the entrance
chamber his shoes, uniquely Italian and of classico-modern design,
clicked his uneven pace along the polished stone floor. It seemed
to him now that even the sound of their echo was the building
itself offering an acceptance of his hierarchical position. It was
rare for Zebulun to feel emotion of any kind, but not on visits
like this, and certainly not today; he felt privileged.

Set deep into the farthest wall was
a high door, carved from solid oak and flanked by shining ebony
pillars. Two of the more trusted and informed disciples stood to
either side, their heads bowed not only in respect of Zebulun’s
position, but also of his reputation, something which had landed a
great many months prior to the helicopter. Both knew that only two
traits were imperative when it came to dealing with Zebulun;
subservience and subordination. As he approached the door, one of
these men; his shaven-head still lowered and wearing traditional
middle-class robes, dutifully opened it wide to reveal a long
narrow corridor intermittently illuminated by the flickering orange
light of hanging torches. Zebulun coasted through the opening
without acknowledgement, walked its full length and descended a
stone staircase as the sound of the heavy oak being replaced echoed
further acceptance behind him.

At the base of the stairs he passed
beneath a stone archway, intricate symbolism carved into its face,
and entered the Great Hall. It was here that the Ministers of the
Fellowship of Eternity periodically received their instructions.
Each had already been forewarned that today was to be their finest
day. Today they would not only receive instructions; they would
receive their final instructions, the tasks that would, after the
lengthy road they had prepared, lay palm fronds along the last
stretch of path to be walked by the Child of God.

Unlike the smooth-hewn entrance
corridor above, the walls of the subterranean hall were roughly
chiselled and decorated alternately with tapestries and torches
whose light gave the stone the appearance of beaten copper. Small
wooden shelves held a variety of ancient artefacts; seemingly dirty
and forgotten. Only those gathered here today realised that the
dust which resided on them remained because it was the same dust
which had fallen thousands of years previously. The same dust which
had clouded the air when the First Christ had journeyed to this
hidden corner of the globe.

The simple grandeur of the room was
further accentuated by an intricate mosaic floor. Marbled pillars
cloaked with crimson velvet reached up and held the heavy floor
above. In the centre of the room was a dark wooden table, four
metres square, carved by third century disciples and heavily
scratched across its surface. It was bordered by four matching
chairs, one to each side. Three of those chairs belonged to the
Ministers themselves, two of whom were already seated. At the
remaining side of the table the fourth as yet unoccupied seat was
reserved for Ephraim; the Jacob.

Zebulun took his seat facing
Benjamin, Eternity’s Business and Finance Minister.

At thirty four, Benjamin was by far
the youngest of the Ministers within Eternity. He was not a man
known to still exist in this world and yet he controlled many of
its smaller corporations as shrewdly and ruthlessly as those who
regularly dominated the covers of Forbes. His control spanned one
hundred and twenty-seven global businesses funded by the
Fellowship. From banking to insurance; games to genetics. In all
aspects of his organisations, Benjamin was revered for demanding
perfection, loyalty and consistently excessive results from his
workforce.

Facing Ephraim’s still vacant chair
was Simeon, Eternity’s Agricultural and Environmental Minister. The
interests with which he was charged included worldwide arable and
livestock businesses as well as surreptitiously presiding over a
few of the better known global protection charities. At
fifty-three, Simeon was the eldest of the four but still possessed
a full head of flowing blonde hair, indicative of his Nordic
descent. Whilst not as shrewd as his colleague, he was nevertheless
a highly effective operator; renowned for his ability to calmly
utilise propaganda and the media to direct surplus and shortage
around the globe, often with catastrophic effect. At the very least
with effects described by a baying media as such.

Zebulun, as Justice Minister, held
Eternity’s most darkly covert role. As well as controlling the
legitimate Military and Armaments operations worldwide, he was also
charged with the responsibility of utilising the products they
traded or manufactured for precision removal of any obstacles which
might appear in Eternity’s path. With a long and distinguished
fighting career during which he had served with the infamous
‘Children of Israel’ terrorist group, he was more than suited to
the task of killing. It was that qualification alone, delivered
with an admirable degree of ruthless passion, which had made The
Abraham decide to bring him into the fold on the day when his
predecessor had been killed.

More specifically, on the day that
Zebulun had killed his predecessor.

Behind Ephraim’s empty chair was a
second doorway; the only other route into or out of the Great Hall.
Each of the Ministers were acutely aware that this door shielded a
further stone corridor which led directly to the Chamber of
Abraham. Only Ephraim, as Jacob to the Abraham, was allowed to
venture into this most hallowed of places. He did so only that he
might receive the instructions which he was then charged with
delivering to the other Ministers.

It was for this reason that, of the
four men who would break bread today, only Ephraim had ever broken
it with The Abraham and only Ephraim truly knew his
face.

After a few minutes in which the
men remained reverently silent and expectant, the old man’s
distinctively laboured footsteps could be heard shuffling along the
corridor beyond the door and Zebulun joined his two colleagues in
rising to his feet, head bowed with the same subservient respect
that the guardians at the doorway had bequeathed him moments
earlier. The door opened slowly and Ephraim’s frail shape appeared,
framed in the copper glow. He stepped inside.

When the door had closed and he had
taken his place at the table Ephraim; Jacob to the Abraham, in a
calm, clear voice, offered his guests the most important revelation
they - and the world to follow - would ever be offered:

“Two months have passed since the
child was delivered to us,” he began, “but today I have witnessed
that He is truth.” He looked up, surveying the expectant faces
before him.

“Gentlemen,” he smiled. His eyes,
creasing like chamois and gnarled at every edge, smiled with him.
“A Saviour is born.”


went out to meet him
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Three long and painful weeks had
dragged themselves by since the bombing of Flight 320, but the
story was still dominating front pages the world over. Jack was
fighting a rain-soaked London, visiting one of the many companies
in which IntelliSoft had acquired a financial interest, and the
local tabloids were now leading with ‘Gaddafi Man was Frankfurt
Handler’ and variants thereof. Jack knew that this revelation would
become the final nail in the cheap coffin of those being held in
Germany. Whilst eight of the men initially arrested had been
released through lack of direct evidence, the details that the FBI
and NTSB were passing through to Andy made an astonishingly
clear-cut case against the remaining six, Dalkamouni and
Mal-Makhoub included.

He felt desperately tired. Weary,
and not just from jetlag or physical stresses. He wished that he
had been able to sleep on the plane, then cursed himself for
wishing for the impossible. True sleep in any form was yet another
loved one that was lost to him forever. What was it Elizabeth had
always said, every time he had pitched his latest idea across the
breakfast table, the smell of fresh bread wafting up his nose? You
always want the impossible, Jackie.

Elizabeth had always called him
Jackie. The only person who could do so and keep their full
contingent of teeth. Impossible.

They all said that Quotient was impossible. Even
Elizabeth.

Liz.

Aim high, he always reminded her.
Aim high, get close.

He did not want to close his eyes;
fearful of what images might colour his darkness, and yet neither
did he wish to have them quite as open as they were right now. When
Jack Bernstein had founded IntelliSoft, he had done it with two
clear intentions; to dominate the market and to earn millions of
dollars. The latter had only ever been for one purpose - to give
his family a better standard of living. What he had never envisaged
was that not one among them would live to see it. Everyone that he
cared about was dead, and he included himself to some degree. All
the money in the world, all the technological advances it
consistently threw forward and all the combinations of the two on
which his company prided itself counted for little against his new
dream - his impossible one - of somehow bringing them
back.

Throughout the flight, as now, Jack
had thought back to the highly detailed NTSB files that he had
studied with Andy for two full days following the funeral. These
details, painful as it had been to see them cast into print, had
included a full description of the plane being pieced back together
and had served to confirm many details of which he had already been
made aware. In all, due in no small part to a reward per pound
offered for bags of wreckage, more than four million fragments of
debris had been recovered. This had included almost ninety-three
percent of the 747 which, when laid out in a two dimensional
reconstruction in a Hangar seven miles outside Amsterdam, revealed
that the initial explosion had punctured the fuselage just under
five feet in front of the left wing.

The reconstruction had been done by
a team renowned for work on the aftermaths of many mid-air
explosions. They had quickly determined the exact sequence of
explosion and breakup, and could see that at least one of the
plane’s engines was still functioning normally in the moments
following the initial, smaller blast. Inside the No. 2 turbine, a
piece of 1.1mm cable was discovered of the kind to be found in one
of the baggage containers. This cable, they deduced, had been
sucked into the engine whilst it was still operating at full power.
The investigators had then drawn detailed diagrams of ‘shingling’,
a unique pattern that occurs as a result of foreign objects
colliding with the moving parts of a turbofan. Fragments of this
kind entering a still running engine told the team the two things
they needed to know; that there had undoubtedly been a powerful
explosion and it had occurred right in heart of the 747’s baggage
compartment.

Some pieces of the fuselage
interior were found to be pitted and blackened by soot,
demonstrating that they had been adjacent to the point of explosion
and further narrowing its location. At this point the
reconstruction team had built a transparent dummy fuselage and
commenced the arduous task of tracing every recovered fragment
directly on to it. In this way they would be able to follow the
tear lines back to their point of origin. At the same time other
investigators were reconstructing baggage container AVC 4119 TA,
which showed the most extensive blast damage, and AVC 5036 TA which
they suspected had been adjacent to it. They rebuilt the two huge
cases around specially built steel frameworks and then, when the
transparent fuselage was fully traced, placed them inside to
demonstrate the interaction between luggage, baggage container and
fuselage. This showed that the bomb had detonated ten inches above
the base of AVC 4119 TA, subsequently and violently punching a hole
through the outer flesh of the plane itself.

Conclusive evidence that the
explosion had originated within a brown Samsonite had come when a
screw and a magnet were discovered fused to the framework of just
such a case. The team immediately identified the screw and magnet
as components from the Matsutritsu cassette player which had housed
the bomb, and determined that they had been fused by close-quarter
heat of that same primary explosion. Comparisons performed at
Samsonite headquarters in Denver, Colorado revealed that the bag
had been a bronze coloured System 5 Silhouette 3000
case.

What worried the investigators most
at this stage, however, was that fragments of some three hundred
and forty one cases were found. Baggage coupons for the flight only
listed three hundred and forty. Somebody, it seemed, had slipped an
extra case on board and a lack of corroborating paperwork
demonstrated that it had at no time passed through the conventional
channels or – more alarmingly - the rigorous checks associated with
such.

Which is why the most incriminating
evidence against Mil’el as a group was now taking the form of
details that Jack was reading in the London Daily Mail as the
limousine cut through the rain between Heathrow and his morning
meeting. These details, only just being handed to world’s press and
making today’s headlines, showed how Dieter Friedricks, a known
Mil’el sympathiser and one of the detained six, had somehow managed
to obtain a job as a baggage handler at Frankfurt Airport. Indeed,
Friedricks had been part of the team tasked with loading passenger
baggage onto Flight 320 that very day.

Jack placed the newspaper on the
seat of his limousine as it pulled into the half-moon parking area
of the Docklands home of Virtuosity Systems and sighed with relief.
He removed his small round reading spectacles and rubbed the bridge
of his nose as though massaging away the dying strains of a long
running headache. The bastards who had stolen his daughter’s future
were well and truly nailed, he figured. No bullshit loophole in the
world would serve to free them now. Not that he could feel even an
ounce of happiness for the acceptance of such a truth.

Virtuosity Systems had undergone a
change of premises since Jack had visited them last, and it seemed
that they had used some of his fifteen-point-two million sterling
to good effect. Gone was the run down North London warehouse
littered with cables and screens which had previously been their
home and in its place was a custom-built six storey pyramid of
golden glass. It seemed that they had taken Jack’s advice firmly on
board - that if he was to have any financial interest whatsoever in
the cutting edge of virtual reality, then he would want them to
look like they could - like IntelliSoft itself - piss from higher
up the tree than the big boys. As he recalled, they had listened so
well that they had even managed to convince him that his initial
twelve million research and development investment should be upped
by an extra three-point-two, specifically to improve company
profile.

Jack was certainly impressed with
their choice of headquarters but as John Case, Virtuosity’s CEO,
had refused to detail exactly what it was he wanted to demonstrate
to Jack on this particular visit, referring to it numerous times
only as ‘fucking brilliant, Jack’, he could only hope that he had
used the remainder of his money just as effectively.

He ran briskly up the steps and
entered the atrium of the pyramid, his thoughts still visiting
another, much darker place. When he introduced himself to the
receptionist she immediately offered him a towel to dry his face
and within two minutes of settling into one of the five leather
Chesterfields Case appeared, descending in one of two glass
elevators which stretched upward through the pyramid’s centre. When
the doors opened he skidded like a child across the polished floor,
his arm outstretched the whole way.

That had always been one of John’s
greatest strengths, Jack mused, the ability to remain a big kid
whilst attacking the harsher problems of a very adult world. There
was nothing that could not be done, he felt, if you truly enjoyed
the challenge and absorbed a genuine excitement from moving
technology forward. Case still derived a childish pleasure from
getting there first. Consequently, even at twenty-nine, his days at
work were probably still more akin to one long playtime. Hell, the
guy probably took a morning milk break.

“Sorry ‘bout the weather, Jack,” he
blurted excitedly, “Great to see you, though. Thanks for
coming...”

“You didn’t really give me any
choice,” Jack replied with a wry smile. “You wouldn’t tell me what
the hell you’d got unless I did.”

“Oh, you just gotta trust me on
this one, Jack,” John offered with the kind of mischievous smile
Jack would normally expect to see on a toddler who had just
‘redecorated the bathroom’ with three tins of shaving foam. “This
baby has got be seen, really it does...”




the blind to see

Matthew 15:31






Stepping from the elevator on the
second level, John escorted Jack to the opposing balcony,
eventually arriving at a door marked ‘R&D-3’. He swiped a card
into the slot and with the blink of a green light the door clicked
open, revealing a room that took Jack completely by
surprise.

Not in a particularly good
way.

In direct contrast to the rest of
the pyramid, this room was surreal - almost Dickensian in style -
with dusty, vintage furniture filling every spare inch of space.
the walls were covered in gnarled flock paper; yellowed and
peeling. Fading scenes of ‘Old London Town’ hung in tarnished
frames and in one dimly-lit corner a scarred writing bureau was
littered with aged papers and writing tools. Open mouthed in an
open doorway, Jack looked around at what resembled the back room of
an antiquarian bookstore, then cautiously stepped
inside.

To his right he noticed a large
bookcase made from a dark wood and filled floor to ceiling with
dusty leather-bound volumes. He started to walk toward it but John
swiftly caught his arm. “Sorry, Jack, controlled environment, you
know?” he said, leading him instead toward a Queen Anne chair which
faced an inlaid desk in the centre of the room.

Case then lowered himself into an
identical chair at the other side of the desk and smiled
confidently.

Confused, Jack looked around the
room a second time. Not one ‘controlled environment’ in one R&D
laboratory he had ever visited had looked anything like this. At
best, most could be described as sterile; clean and clinical. All
with a lingering smell of over-processed air and anti-static
solutions. Here was a polar opposite. Dust grains had purchased
holiday apartments on every level surface and cobwebs hung like
satin shrouds between the shelves.

And yet… the smell was wrong. It
was as though somebody had tried, but had not quite got it right.
The room looked old and felt old but, despite best intentions,
something about it did not smell old. Jack felt himself sweating,
small pools of moisture gathering in the furrows of his brow
despite the fact that the room was actually quite cool.

“You really need to get a maid in,”
he said, smiling ironically as he wiped his forehead. “We can send
you the funds if you need...?” The comment was a dodge, a
deliberate sidestep whilst he scoured the room and his mind made
further attempts to decipher some unknown joke. One that he was
obviously not yet privy to and one in which he now realised he was
very probably the sole target.

“Fancy a coffee?” John asked, his
knowing smile not yet finding good reason to falter.

“Yeah...” Jack replied without
looking, “I’d... I’d love one.”

John pressed a button embedded into
a pager-like device on his lapel and spoke into a small circular
grille, ordering coffee for two in R&D-3.

“So, leaving the condition of your
development suites aside for a moment, what exactly is it you
brought me here to see?” Jack asked, his scepticism evident. “I
thought you were supposed to be moving the world
forward.”

“Oh, we are,” John replied, “We
most definitely are. You see, we’ve been working on a projection
system. A way to get images, whether filmed onto vRay or indeed
completely computer-generated, into a three-dimensional playing
field so that people truly feel they can interact with them. None
of those stupid heavy VR glasses and shit. Getting true three
dimensional information into a true three dimensional space is, as
you can imagine, no easy feat, but I have a feeling we may have
cracked it.”

“Go on,” Jack said, another glance
and a gentle smile indicating that he was now starting to unravel
the joke.

“Well,” John explained, “we’ve been
utilising a series of variant RGB lasers, along with a gaussian
shadow generator, all of which pulse at differing intensities to
reflect an image back to the viewer. The greater the intensity of
the lasers, the further into three dimensional space their image is
projected. By projecting the lasers from four wall surfaces we can
also counter the problems of objects which might hinder their path.
A pressure sensitive flooring system can then record the location
of a person within the room and adjust the reflected image they
will see accordingly. ”

“Reflected image from what?” Jack
asked sceptically. “Mirrors?”

John leaned forward and raised a
solitary eyebrow. “No Jack, from water.”

Jack’s eyes formed a disbelieving
squint. “...Water?”

The door clicked open and a young
man in a white coat entered carrying an ornate silver tray. Resting
on its surface were coffee, milk and sugar pots in sterling silver
as well as finely crafted china cups. The man looked ill-suited to
the task of carrying such a tray, his appearance being far more
‘scientist’ than ‘tea shop assistant’.

“Understaffed again?” Jack asked
with a smile.

“Something like that,” John smiled,
knowingly. “Why don’t you do the honours?”

Silently, the man placed the tray
on the table and Jack instinctively reached for the coffee pot. As
he tried to grip the handle the air swirled. As indeed did the
image of the handle. His fingers passed straight through and the
ripple spread through the entire pot like a reflection in a pond.
He tried again, same thing. And a third. No matter how hard he
tried his hand just passed straight through the polished silver
which continued to ripple as though laughing at his attempts. He
smiled proudly and then, looking yet closer he noticed something
very intriguing; whilst the surrogate waiter was reflected in the
silver... Jack himself was not, despite the fact that he could see
the reflection of the chair in which he was seated. He was
pleasantly confused and looked back across the desk with a ‘spill
it, John’ look.

“For God’s sake Phil, you’ve done
it again,” John said. “I said I wanted real coffee, not the virtual
stuff.” The man looked as though he was about to speak but John
interrupted him. “Save it, Phil. Please... just get out of my
sight, will you?”

The man bowed his head, feigning
disgrace. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

Though Jack somehow expected it, it
still managed to amaze him when the man did exactly as he was
ordered. In the blink of an eye he was gone. He did not walk to the
door and certainly did not open it, he just... disappeared from
sight.

“What on earth have you done,
John...?” Jack asked, his lips smiling like his eyes as they darted
around the room.

“Like I say... cracked it,” John
offered, shrugging his thin shoulders with a thin, wry
smile.

Jack’s mouth hung open as though
every tendon in his jaw had been severed, his shoulders sinking
with long exhale of realisation. “So this entire room
is...”

“Not here,” John said. He was
loving the fact that his pretence had worked just long enough. “So
tell me, do you think I should really get a maid in or should I
just... get myself an Ikea catalogue? Something a little more in
keeping with the rest of this building’s...” he pondered,
“...modern approach, perhaps?”

He pressed the button on his pager
a second time and informed Phil that the furniture needed
replacing. With the subtlest fade, every piece of antiquated
furniture, save for the desk between the two men and the two chairs
in which they were seated, was replaced by a stark, bright and
extremely modern equivalent. Metallic blue replaced dusty mahogany
and red veneer replaced deep green leather inlays.

“A little better, don’t you think?”
John said, wrinkling his nose. He tipped his head downward and took
a deep, cautious breath. “But what happens when you don’t give us
enough funding and it all gets repossessed...? Well, I’ll show you
what happens...” he said, eyes wide. “This...”

He pressed the pager once more and
asked Phil to shut the system down. In an instant every item of
virtual furniture was gone. Without the superfluous items
surrounding them the room was little more than a dark glass shell.
Perforated panels covering the ceiling and the floor was now a deep
grey spongy rubber.

“If you touch it and most
definitely if you want to sit on it, then I can’t project it,” John
offered with a smile, “but I can add any extraneous item a player
might like. Furniture, books and, of course, Phil... but he costs a
little extra.”

“So... how the hell does this
work?”

“Water,” John said with a
‘told-you-so’ smile. He gestured around the room. “The air in here
is being pumped through complete with a fine mist of heavy water
and silica which falls from these tiny holes in the ceiling. We use
tinted prisma-glass because we need to trick the eye into seeing a
texture on the walls and ceiling for which we used added
back-projection. Behind each of the walls are three hundred and
thirty eight industrial type-A lasers which project the RGB and S
image programmed into Phil’s mainframe which is housed next door.
Three dimensional software captures the scene from a variety of
angles, does an interpolated render from every angle and then
sensors in the floor pick up your position and projects an image
into the layers of mist that surround you. Your eye interprets them
as real and you subsequently believe you are there. I won’t say its
been easy, but the basics are simple enough.”

He leaned forward again.
“Personally I’ve been seeing this bare room all along. We could
have programmed the computer for me to have my own projected images
but there was really no point. Hell, I’ve been rehearsing for weeks
and it really does slow the processing time. That makes the image
jumpy and you’d have sussed it before you took three steps
in.”

“It’s... brilliant,” Jack said,
looking around the room as though it were one of nature’s own
spectacular vistas seen for the very first time.

“We call it ‘ReelRooms’, and you’re
very, very wrong,” John replied correctively. “It is, in actual
fact, exactly what I told you it was on the phone....”

“Fucking brilliant,” Jack said,
casting John a sideways glance and a proud smile.

“You see? I did warn you. Now don’t
get me wrong, this isn’t a cheap system but we have researched
strong commercial uses. You need to set up a projection room like
this, obviously, as well as a remote room for controlling the
scene, but I reckon the military or entertainments sectors could
pick a system up from us for, let’s see... about thirty million
after our mark-up.”

“Forty,” Jack said softly but
firmly. “Not a penny less. When would you be aiming for full
release?”

“Well... that’s the thing,” John
said, trying to look embarrassed. “You see, we’ve still got one or
two little gremlins to shift. Minor ones, I assure you, but we
could kind of do with a smidgen more...”

Jack rolled his eyes and threw John
a look of good-humoured dismay. “How much?”

“Ten million...” he said
sheepishly, “Ten will see us ready for release in six to eight
months.”



Jack looked around the room,
realising as the seconds ticked away in between just how advanced
this technology was. If he could be fooled as easily as this then
presumably so could everyone else given the right situations. The
market would be huge.

“So Phil? Was he pre-recorded?”
Jack asked, still working through the details in his
head.

“No, that’s one area where we have
the bugs,” John replied, looking concerned. “He’s in the computer
room and we’ve got a VistaCam filming him from all angles and
comping him within the VR furniture. He has to be careful, though,
sudden movements overload the processor on the motherboard and it
can’t cope, it gets jittery and buggers the illusion. We need to
develop a faster board to cope with the processing in real
time.”

“Like a 128 by 12.2 gigahertz I.Q.
array, you mean?”

John smiled. “We think alike, Jack.
We really do.”

“I could loan you one, I suppose.
See what you can do with it,” Jack offered, “but only if you get
your guys to build me a room like this in Glendale to play
with.”

John’s face turned serious.
“Virtuosity retain full rights on this, Jack. We’re only a
profitable arm if you allow us to be.”

“I’m fine with that,” Jack assured
him. “You have my word I won’t sting you. Hell, I don’t need to
sting you. I just want to mess around with it for a bit that’s all.
See if we can’t find a few uses of our own.”

“And it’ll up the funding I’ll
need. I’d be looking closer to fifteen than ten.” He was smiling
again. Mischievously.

Jack smiled. “You really are a
god-damned genius, John,” he said. “If nothing else you’re a genius
at getting money out of me. The transfer will be in your account by
9am tomorrow. Now then, take me to the guys who make you look so
damned good so I can ask them to build me one of these
toys.”

John looked offended. “It’s not a
toy, you know.”

Jack didn’t care. His entire body
was smiling like an excited schoolboy.

“Of course it’s not,” he said,
patting John firmly on the back and frowning with mock sincerity.
“Technology never is.”







put forth a riddle
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When the meet-and-greet session
came to a close and Jack felt that he had learned all he needed to
know about the ReelRooms System, he rang the hired chauffeur’s
mobile number and shared a parting handshake with the
team.

He felt renewed confidence that
Virtuosity and, more importantly, IntelliSoft’s stake within it,
were set for a healthy future. With that stake already in excess of
twenty-five percent, an agreement had been made to share any future
developments that were made, either by John’s team or Jack’s, but
to launch all products and upgrades under the Virtuosity
banner-heading. To Jack this meant an exciting new area of
development within IntelliSoft and he could already picture an
I.Q./ReelRooms combined system taking shape. It helped his current
state of mind to see something of excitement occupying the closer
horizons and, for a few brief hours, it had actually helped him to
forget.

“The guys will be over in a few
days,” John said, his face still exuding the gratitude of increased
funding. “We’ve got all the components bar the lasers and there’s
only a two day lead-time on those. Oh, and I’ll let you have Phil’s
number as well. Just for those instances when your guys tinker
about with the system and end up breaking it.”

Jack smiled. “We’ll try not to.
Thanks a lot, John. I really am very impressed.”

“Hey... I did warn you.” He watched
as Jack disappeared through the revolving door and hurried down the
steps, his raincoat pulled high against the rain. He almost dived
into the back of the limousine.

The chauffeur was just lifting the
umbrella from the passenger footwell. “Sorry, Sir. I was just on my
way up,” he said, genuinely apologetic.

“Never did go in for all that
V.I.P. crap,” Jack smiled, “but thanks anyway.”

The chauffeur replaced the
umbrella, relieved. “Heathrow?” he asked dutifully.

Jack was wiping the rain from his
face with his handkerchief. “Yes please. Terminal
three.”

He shook as much water as he could
from his coat and placed it on the facing seat where it lay feeding
the remainder to the carpeted floor, then leaned back into the
leather and tried to relax.

The rain was filling the air and
making the surrounding world a dull grey like his mood whenever his
mind was left to wander. This was why he stayed busy, despite the
continued protests of MaryBeth and those closest to him. If he did
not work he would think and if he thought too much...

He didn’t want to think about
it.

A few minutes after heading back
into the midday traffic there was a recurring ringing sound,
audible but muffled. Initially Jack ignored it, but it soon began
to grate. Ultimately he relented. “You can answer that you
know...?”

“Not mine, Sir,” the chauffeur
replied, barely turning his head. “Mine’s still on ‘Jingle Bells’
from Christmas.”

Knowing that he did not even own a
mobile phone (despite the high-tech industry in which he was now
ensconced, Elizabeth had always believed the reports of them
‘frying your brain’), it took Jack a moment to realise that it was
actually his laptop computer. Normally communicating via direct
video conferencing from his PDA (which had a separate and very
distinct alert tone) when away on business he often forgot that the
laptop also contained simple cellular technology for receiving
voice calls, faxes and Emails.

He rummaged under his coat and
retrieved the computer from a leather case, the flashing amber
light on the front indicating that he was receiving either an
e-mail or a simple text message.

Which was odd, to say the least.
All such messages were designed to come in via the system in
Glendale, only being passed on to him, either verbally or via the
hand-held PDA, by MaryBeth if she felt they warranted his
attention.

There were few others who even knew
the direct router number by which his laptop was
identified.

He flipped open the screen and used
the trackpad to move the cursor over a flashing icon marked:
RECEIVE. Clicking once, the ringing stopped and a window rose up
from the base of the screen to display the message.

The sender’s address was given as
‘sim285@geonet.com’.

The address was not one he
recognised and the message was not of the kind he was expecting.
But then, he told himself, he hadn’t actually been expecting
anything at all. Had he?

The screen filled with a long
string of symbols which Jack, given his Jewish descent, instantly
recognised as ancient Hebrew letters. Ancient because they lacked
the dots placed later to add vowel inflections to the modern
system: 
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At the base of the letters was a
simple message typed in English: ‘2809 LETTERS ONE HOUR TO BREAK
ELS AND CODE GO’.

Who in God’s name was sending him a
code to decipher? And why the hell was it in Hebrew? And why, while
he thought about it, did he only have an hour in which to do it?
Suddenly it dawned on him, and he smiled. MaryBeth. Typical of her
style and quite obviously an attempt to offer him some brief,
unexpected - and unbelievably well-timed -fun for the journey to
the airport.

Jack instantly recognised the
phrase ‘ELS’. It was a term used frequently within a large number
of the more basic coding systems, and formed an integral part of
the codebreaking devices from which most modern computers had been
developed. It was an abbreviation of ‘Equidistant Letter Sequence’;
a system whereby the process of taking every second, third, fourth
or ‘nth’ letter made a new sentence. In the sentence ‘nights here
fly ably along’, for example, read on an ELS of ‘4’ (whereby every
fourth letter was isolated), the word revealed would be a simple
‘hello’. It was by far the simplest form of code, he thought, and
therefore shouldn’t present too great a problem for a man of his
abilities. In reality, it should be phenomenally easy. Were it not
for the fact that it had been written in Ancient Hebrew.

What he did know, however, was that
the sender had chosen to tell him just how many letters were
contained in the string: 2089, and he guessed that such unnecessary
information would therefore constitute some form of clue. He
suspected that the unknown constant - the ‘n’ in the ELS - would
divide perfectly into 2089. Which meant that it couldn’t be any of
the obvious ones: two, three, five, ten or multiples thereof. He
called up the calculator contained on the system and keyed in 2089;
his first instinct proving also to be his best. Selecting the
square root function the solution came up as a whole number:
fifty-three. To rearrange the symbols into lines of fifty-three
letters would give him fifty-three lines. A perfect
square.

Either this was way too easy, or he
was too damn good.

Whilst his Email software contained
international language selection, he knew that his other software
would not. In order to decipher the code he would need to load a
specific Hebrew typeface into the computer’s temporary system file.
Calling up the font database he scrolled down to ‘H’ and was
presented with two available variants: Hebrew/Roshem and
Hebrew/Vilner. He chose Hebrew/Roshem, highlighted the face and
clicked the button marked ‘ADD TO TEMPORARY’.

He copied the text into the
computer’s RAM and launched another program. Once inside he
selected the Roshem typeface, pasted the string back in and asked
the computer to rearrange the lines.

The string disappeared from screen,
reappearing an instant later in lines of fifty-three characters
long. Jack studied them for a moment, his brow furrowed.

“Everything alright, Sir?” the
chauffeur asked, his eyes visible in the rear-view
mirror.

“Fine,” Jack replied. “Somebody’s
sent me a puzzle, that’s all.”

The chauffeur shrugged and
turned his attention back to the traffic as Jack continued to scour
the grid: 
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Before long he could see
that, running down the left hand side of the text, and undoubtedly
in the most obvious of places, was a sequence of letters that, if
memory served him correctly, could not be described as random.
Reaching into his case he retrieved a notepad and fountain pen,
copying the fifty-three letters onto the top sheet of paper, adding
backslashes in places where he could detect definitive word
breaks: 
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It took all his powers of memory to
recall childhood Hebrew studies, but he could just about translate
the message. Probably because, like those childhood lessons, the
message contained a Biblical passage. Working from right to left,
as the Hebrew script dictated, it read:

‘As for you, you have caused many
to stumble at the law of Jehovah,

and thou art cast out of heaven with everyone who does
evil.’

Suddenly Jack didn’t like this
game. Not one little bit. The first thing that struck him was that
this was no light entertainment sent by MaryBeth. He had no idea
what the message meant, or why it should have been sent to him, but
given recent events it was starting to secrete a sour taste into
his mouth. There had to be more; something that might hold even a
passing resemblance to an explanation. After pondering the options
for a minute he toggled the computer back to the Email software and
read the initial message once again. This time he noticed something
he had previously overlooked: 2809 LETTERS ONE HOUR TO BREAK ELS
AND CODE GO

It said to break the ELS ‘AND’ the
code, which meant that whilst he might well have uncovered the
hidden message, he had not actually broken the code. In other words
what he had achieved so far was probably nothing more than uncover
a further clue as to things he had yet to do. He glanced at his
watch; still unsure as to why there should be a time limit imposed,
but it had taken less than twelve minutes to get this far.
Carefully he studied the remaining block.

It was definitively Ancient Hebrew,
as the hidden message had confirmed, but the remaining letters
appeared desperately random short of falling into small groupings
of like-like. A dual-layer code. He pondered his best recollections
of Ancient Hebrew as a written form: Twenty two actual letters plus
twelve variants from ’Aleph to Tãw. All were consonants, no vowels,
and all had shapes similar to the objects they had initially
signified. None of which seemed to help in the least.

The longer he studied the text the
less he saw. There was no damn pattern.

Scribbling on his pad he began to
make notes of the letters he could see and over a period of a few
minutes realised something that he knew should have leapt out and
shaken his collar a great deal earlier. Of the thirty-four letter
variants contained within the Hebrew language some, for unspecified
reasons, did not appear anywhere in the grid. He looked again but
knew he was right.

Seven of the letters were
missing.

Testing the limits of his
memory yet again, Jack recalled the missing letters and keyed them
one by one onto the screen: cfhprtu. He saved the file as
‘MIS/LETS’ onto his hard drive before trying to decipher their
relevance.

The solution did not present itself
quite as quickly as he had initially hoped; there was certainly no
clear word formed by the letters and no Hebrew anagram which had
been his two initial, and most obvious, conclusions. Jack was lost
again; the harder he searched for clues, the more reluctant they
seemed to make themselves known.

Unexpectedly, the laptop suffered a
system crash and the screen flicked to black. Jack creased his eyes
sceptically. Crashing was something that not one of his personal
computers had done in the entire time he had owned them. He always
kept his system clean, assigned memory generously, limited the
number of system extension files and rarely used incompatible
software packages. So why the hell had it happened now of all
times?

Still eyeing the machine
suspiciously he waited for the startup sequence to complete before
relaunching the ‘MIS/LETS’ file again. As the file appeared on
screen the computer beeped and flashed a warning; ‘Hebrew/Roshem
not loaded. Default font (Times) will be used instead’. Jack sighed
heavily. As ever, he had only loaded the Hebrew typeface into the
temporary file and as such it had been cleared by the unexpected
restart of the machine. He clicked ‘OK’, knowing that he could load
the required typeface again once the file had opened. The computer
would update its font database on-the-fly and the letters would
instantly revert back to their Hebrew form.

When the page appeared his eyes
widened, then narrowed again as he saw the English variants offered
for the missing letters. The machine was not displaying the
language variants of the letters, but rather the key variants; the
letters that would need to be pressed on an English language QWERTY
keyboard to obtain the relevant Hebrew symbols. As Jack stared at
the letters; ‘CEIPRTU’, his throat began to tighten.

Somebody - somebody bearing the
address sim285@geonet.com - knew exactly how he worked and he was
suddenly becoming aware that the computer’s ‘unexpected’ crash had
been far from unexpected at all. It had been timed. Whoever had
sent this file knew that Jack would only load the typeface into the
temporary file and they knew he would forget to reload it on
re-booting the machine. So they had added a simple virus-crasher to
the body of the message. It did not take much code-breaking now to
see that the letters he was now being presented with, when changed
to a recognisable font on computer, had formed a very clear anagram
of the word ‘PICTURE’.

He looked out through the tinted
windows of the limousine as it squeezed through heavy traffic,
surrounded by vehicles on all sides. To his left a motorcyclist, a
similarly tinted visor fronting his helmet, glanced straight
through the window. Paranoia was now making Jack feel that the man
was looking directly at him, even though he knew that he could not
possibly see inside. No, he thought, he was merely admiring the
limousine. Or his own reflection. So why, when this was one-way
glass, did Jack still have the awful feeling he was being
watched?

Worse still, why did he feel that
he was being played?

sim285@geonet.com was telling Jack
that the remaining letters in the grid formed a picture; what he
had to do now was somehow make that picture visible. He thought
through the possibilities for a few moments, then realised that if
each letter pertained to a different ‘shade’ in the picture, then
it would most likely transpire to be a greyscale image rather than
a full colour one. It would make sense therefore, Jack decided, to
assign white levels to the first letter of the alphabet and black
levels to the last.

He flicked back to his ‘CODE’ file
and saw that the entire grid was now written in the default
(English) typeface but, save for certain regular groupings, the
patterning was still apparently random. Scrolling his cursor over
the text he accessed the programming level of his laptop and
quickly typed a single line of coding:

ASSIGN LEVEL

WHITE-BLACK / A=WHITE / Z=BLACK

GREY VARIANTS B-Y

IGNR-C,E,I,P,R,T,U / SQUARE>PIXELS.

With every press of the computer
keypad he felt increasingly uneasy as to what image the system was
going to throw his way.

The computer spent less than half a
second calculating values and the letters disappeared from screen.
What appeared in their place froze Jack from somewhere deep inside
and made every hair on his body stand on end. There was only one
word to describe the image that was presented; ‘sick’. It was a
joke that had suddenly ceased to be funny. Beneath the image a
simple message, designed to appear only when the task was complete,
was now flashing at half-second intervals. Only now did Jack
understand why he had been given a one hour time limit in which to
complete the puzzle:

WELCOME TO LONDON MR BERNSTEIN -
CONGRATULATIONS NOW FIND THE TRUTH

CHURCH OF NOTRE DAME DE FRANCE LEICESTER PLACE OFF LEICESTER SQUARE
- 1PM - ALONE

For a while the chauffeur had
trouble believing what Jack was saying. They were less than ten
minutes from Heathrow, had only just made it out of the worst of
the traffic and now he wanted to head all the way back into the
city again.

“Sir? You’ll miss your flight,” he
protested.

Jack checked his watch; a quarter
to one. He would never make it in time. “I’m not catching it,” he
said without thinking. “Just get me to Leicester Place as quickly
as you can.”

The chauffeur resigned himself to
the fact that client went where the client wanted to go. “It might
be tricky, Sir,” he offered apologetically. “I could probably get
you to the Square, but I’ll have to do the one way system to get
you to Leicester Place. It might be quicker to walk the last
stretch.”

“Then get me to Leicester Square,”
Jack said, deep breaths whistling through teeth clenched in
anger.

Unsure as to whether Jack’s anger
was, in fact, directed at him, the chauffeur turned the car around
at the next junction and maintained a solemn silence, leaving only
the repetitive thud of the wipers to score the journey back into
the city.














the gate of his city

Genesis 23:10






Whilst Jack’s limousine was being
bombarded by the full force of London’s winter rain, a thirteen
year old boy - Joaquim Aldez - was sitting in the southern
hemisphere’s glorious morning sun; watching. It was almost eight
and he was still a good ten minutes away from school. Not that he
cared much, he had been at least ten or fifteen minutes late ever
since the show had come to town. The one in which he fully intended
to take a starring role in less than four weeks’ time.

Since he had been no more than
three or four years old, Joaquim had adored solving puzzles. They
had led him, ultimately, to his love affair with computers which,
once the internet had become affordable, had become a way out for
him, a way in which he could travel to other countries. Other
worlds.

Sometimes he chose a virtual
location; imaginary flora and fauna offered by the warped
imagination of a games or info-tainment developer. Other times he
chose the real world; one click of a mouse transporting him to any
location on the globe. As most of the pages on the internet were in
English and his grasp of the language was not well honed, he rarely
visited the information sites. Still, via imagery alone he could
use his battered machine, a second hand IBM his father had saved
for months to buy him, to escape the boredom of his life in the
similarly battered streets of Lima, Peru.

When one of the largest computer
hardware companies in the world, IntelliSoft, had announced that
they were holding a global competition Joaquim, like others around
the globe, had no idea what the winners’ prize might prove to be.
The details they published on their website (one of the few which
contained a Spanish language section) merely promised that it would
involve taking part in the most important product launch in
computer history. What were they going to launch, he wondered?
Would it really change the world as they claimed? Joaquim had not
really cared at the time, just as long as it changed his world. He
took up the gauntlet, solved the twenty-eight on-line puzzles with
ten minutes of designated time to spare and, three weeks later,
received an Email congratulating him on winning the Peruvian heat.
Further details, it claimed, would follow.

Which they did. Joaquim had not
just beaten the other children in Peru, it seemed. He had now won
the chance to beat other children across the world. He would hit
the papers from America to China, from Iceland to Australia. It
might ultimately lead to enough recognition to secure him a career
within computers when he was older.

Perhaps he could eventually work
his way to becoming a programmer at one of the factories on the
other side of town or perhaps a data analyst at one of the banks or
insurance companies. The possibilities would be huge for him. He
would not have to follow his father into the cane plantations after
all. One day he might even earn enough money to be able to buy a
present for his father; a new car perhaps, just to say thank you.
It would be like the blue one they had seen at the auctions three
years ago. His father had said he could not afford it and it had
been another three months before Joaquim had realised that his
father had had the money all along, but had felt that his son’s
desire for a computer was a greater need than his own. So when the
day of the launch came, so did the chance to prove what a
worthwhile investment that computer had been for them
both.

Joaquim would not let his father
down. He would win.

The ‘FireWorX NetCenter’ was almost
complete; a beautifully modern glass dome just off the main street.
Barring slight differences dictated by location it was the same as
numerous other domes being constructed in numerous other countries
worldwide. He had seen the ones in New York and London on the
internet but they did not look half as good. They were lost in such
great cities, nothing more than quirky-looking booths cloaked in
the shadows of much bigger skyscrapers. Not so here in Lima. Here,
amongst the ageing Spanish architecture and peeling paintwork of a
city troubled by poor economic performance, even the unfinished
dome seemed to shine like a diamond.

The large countdown board that the
company had erected was still ticking away, bright yellow letters
almost leaping from the black panel as they informed Joaquim just
how long he would have to wait to finally prove himself:

27 dias, 3 horas, 11
minutes.

He had watched the workmen every
morning for almost six weeks now. When he had first seen them
working the display had read 53D/17H/28M. He remembered it as
though it was yesterday. Each day the numbers fell steadily lower
and lower, closer and closer as all around the structure of the
building grew higher and higher. From the laying of cables and the
digging of foundations to the insertion of the triangular
IntelliSoft logo at the very apex, Joaquim had watched each and
every step with wonder and awe. The men building the dome must be
well paid, he thought, because they never once stopped working.
Unlike the government workers who seemed to take more breaks than
they laid bricks, these men were toiling all day every day. He knew
that because he was able to watch them all day at the weekends, and
yet they smiled continuously as though they had been granted some
great honour. Because of this, Joaquim had never seen a building in
Lima erected so fast.

Yes indeed, he thought, they must
be getting very well paid.

Today they were lifting the
penultimate section of a huge yellow structure into place at the
side of the dome and Joaquim still had no idea what this addition
would prove to be. He guessed that when they had finished it would
be around twelve feet in diameter and over thirty high with eighty
(he had counted them all) oversized tubes made from highly
reflective chromium sticking out from the top. The shape of the
structure was primarily cylindrical but possessed undulating sides
which he suspected served no function other than to make the whole
effect more interesting. To the young boy it looked like an
upturned rocket ship like ones the heroes flew in his second-hand
comic books.

With a deep sigh he climbed to his
feet, smoothed the dust from his fading jeans and slung a ragged
canvas bag over his shoulder. As he set off along the road he
promised himself that if Mr. Mendez did not keep him too late after
school to ‘teach him the value of time’ yet again, then he would
finally muster the courage to ask one of the smiling workmen what
on earth this amazing rocket ship was supposed to be.

27 dias, 2 horas, 47
minutes.

And counting. But for now his only
choice was to be making his way to school.

He was going to be even more late
than usual this morning and Mr. Mendez would be far from pleased.
Still, Mr. Mendez could be angry all he liked. Joaquim had been
watching the big American company building his future far better in
recent weeks than any third rate teacher with halitosis and a
nervous twitch could ever hope to do.









simon, who is called...

Matthew 10:2






The deep, cold grey of the pavement
rippled beneath a seething blanket of disgruntled heads. Driving
rain pierced Jack’s face and bit into his skin like catapulted
shards of ice. Negotiating the unfamiliar territory with ever
decreasing cordiality and an anger he had not felt in many years,
he was further annoyed at being constantly jostled by the swarm.
Everyone moved with eyes lowered as they followed imaginary paper
trails to the sanctuary of their respective destinations. Bodies
danced to avoid the downpour, oblivious to the cold truth that they
were already far beyond saturation point. Resignation turned to
indignation as a complete lack of focus resulted in numerous
predictable collisions.

The chauffeur had given fairly
accurate directions from Leicester Square to Leicester Place,
tucked discretely around one of far too many faceless corners, but
once he had found it Jack had subsequently spent a further five
minutes walking its full length, searching in vain for the church.
His clothing had become heavy and tight and his temper was visibly
beginning to fray. Eventually, at ten past one, male pride
exhausted itself and he asked a suited man, the first person who
did not possess the demeanour of a tourist, for help. The man, a
bespectacled executive in his late twenties, obviously had better
things to do than help another displaced sightseer, but his curt
reply at least gave Jack the information he required. Because the
façade possessed none of the flamboyance usually associated with
Catholic churches, and because the only decoration on the exterior
walls was a repeating motif of alternate circles and equal-armed
crosses, Jack had failed to notice that he was, in fact, standing
directly in front of it.

The Church of Notre Dame de
France had been built in 1865 on a site associated with the
ultimate holy warriors; The Knights Templar. Having been nearly
demolished by Nazi bombs during the Second World War, it had been
rebuilt during the 1950s with little or no concern for aesthetics.
Not that Jack noticed or indeed cared, he was here purely because
of the image formed by the rearrangement of the letters and the
seething anger it was now fuelling within him: 
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Lara’s school picture, presumably
copied directly from one of the numerous articles about Jack
himself, with the words ‘cast out of heaven with everyone who does
evil’ still visible above her smiling face. He took a deep breath,
entered the building and shook the excess water from the collar of
his overcoat. Somebody had better have a good explanation for that
comment.

A damn good one.

He had entered a high, airy hall;
poorly illuminated. The only real light came from beyond the open
door and the small stained glass windows which were set into three
of the walls. The church was almost bereft of the garish statuary
which adorned its more historic counterparts, but there were a few
small plaques depicting stations of the cross, a high altar of a
young Virgin Mary surrounded by Disney-cute adoring animals, some
cracked-plaster saints presiding over the side chapels and, on the
furthest wall, a simple hand-painted mural.

Jack’s shape formed an imposing
silhouette; his long raincoat forming sharp angles against the glow
of the door. Whilst his head remained aggressively lowered, his
eyes stayed level, carefully scrutinising the few people already
seated within the church. For a brief moment the only sound was the
dampened hum of the distant traffic and steady drip-drip of water
onto the polished floor. It was followed by footsteps; Jack’s own,
as they commenced the measured stroll of inspection usually
reserved for the sternest of teachers and sergeant majors. Each
step echoed back through the hall from the flat plasterwork of the
walls.

Passing under a domed skylight
decorated with a spider’s web of concentric rings, Jack stared at
the others who had chosen shelter under the church’s high roof.
Many had the appearance of people for whom this was the only
shelter currently available, the dispossessed of the street who
visited for the warmth and the rare kindness which the church might
afford them. With his heart still pounding with nervous
irregularity and passionate rage squeezing down on his eyes, he
looked at each in turn, scrutinising their empty faces. One by one
they looked back at him and one by one they read his expression and
turned resolutely away. Nobody held his gaze. Nobody claimed
him.

His eyes were finally drawn back to
the mural, a simplistically painted crucifixion sketch outlined in
sparse colour directly onto the plaster. It seemed as good a
meeting place as any and he chose one of the light oak pews closest
to it. For a few minutes he sat in silence, fumbling nervously for
his handkerchief before wiping his face and brow. Then, tired and
wet, he closed his eyes and waited for confrontation. Outside the
clouds were gathering and they ate away at what little light had
been penetrating the hall. The air was filled with the electricity
of an ensuing storm and Jack could feel every drying hair on his
body start to rise in readiness.

From behind his eyelids everything
was a deep blue velvet, the panels of glass in the windows
colouring the weakened strains of daylight as they fought their way
under his skin. Somewhere behind him the large wooden door was
closed against the rain and the sound echoed throughout the
chamber. Even so he could still feel a chill, a gentle cold that
brushed his ankles and coursed upward to his shoulder blades. He
shuddered.

“Interesting, don’t you
think?”

His eyes jerked open and he swung
his head in the direction of the deep voice, surprised to find that
he was no longer alone. For an instant he thought it might perhaps
be the voice of the resident priest but, on seeing the man, soon
realised that this was anything but a man of the cloth. Expensively
dressed, the stranger was already settled on the pew about two feet
to his right. His eyes were firmly focused. Not on Jack, but on the
crudely rendered image which faced them both.

Jack remained silent,
uncharacteristically vague as to how he should react.

“The mural,” the man continued,
almost disinterestedly turning to face him. “It’s interesting,
don’t you think.”

Medium in build, mid to late
forties, the man’s face possessed a leathery tan and jet black hair
slicked back to fall like strips of dark rain below his
shoulderline. He wore a tailored black suit with no lapels, a tight
black polo necked sweater underneath. No shirt. No tie. His sharply
chiselled features seemed to indicate mixed parentage, possibly a
combination of Middle Eastern and European with thick eyebrows and
an angular nose. His expression was cold and sinister, illuminated
blue on one side from the stained glass whilst the other was little
more than a dark mask. Through the darkness Jack could see his
eyes, black and probing with a stare that seemed to look underneath
his very skin. He held the man’s gaze with unblinking cynicism,
though for the first time in living memory it made him extremely
uneasy to do so. Whilst he was unclear regarding its true nature,
there was something about this man that he did not like one little
bit.

After a calculated period the man
looked away and reclined with relaxed authority, his demeanour
similar to so many of the hardened businessmen with which Jack was
forced to negotiate daily. The fragrance he wore, which he had not
noticed whilst his eyes were closed, was an exclusive brand he
sometimes wore himself and probably cost even more than the suit.
The watch was Breitling, solid gold, as were the cufflinks which
were embellished with an engraved letter ‘M’. Even the one thing
which looked out of place on the man, a gypsy-style hooped earring,
was probably twenty-four carat.

“It was painted by Jean Cocteau...
the French artist and filmmaker. One of the last things he painted
before his death.” He spoke calmly and clearly, as though offering
a tourist-tour of the church. “That’s him there, you
see?”

Jack followed the man’s
outstretched finger to the mural but was not given the chance to
construct the dismissive reply he somehow felt he ought to
deliver.

“The man facing front,” the man
explained. “It’s not a Roman Centurion and it’s certainly not a
disciple.” He turned to face Jack again; a knowing smile carving
through his face. “Cocteau, it seems, decided to paint himself into
the mural.”

Jack was beginning to realise that,
despite making him uneasy, this man was nothing to do with the
message he had received. He was probably no more than a well-versed
art lover; the annoying man in every gallery who chose to share his
textbook knowledge with anyone who was patient or polite enough to
listen. At this precise moment in time Jack did not fall into
either category. He was here for more than polite conversation, and
his patience was as thin as the wash of colour currently decorating
the plaster.

“I’m not here for an art lesson,”
he snarled through clenched teeth, ignoring the man and looking
beyond him for any sign of the visitor he was expecting. He had
hoped the man would get the message. Leave him alone. “I’m waiting
for...”

“... a history lesson,” the man
interrupted, his stare once more fixed directly at Jack’s. He let
the words float around the church for a moment and then relaxed his
stare, his eyes almost following them on their travels. “But the
thing you must remember about history, Mr. Bernstein, is that it
can so often record many differing versions of the same event. Who
can say what history will record about your daughter, for example?
‘Tragic heiress falls from horse’ no doubt.” As Jack’s mouth fell
open the man shrugged stoically. “History is all about recording
bullshit. So rarely is it an exact science.”

Jack’s head jerked to face the man.
“What the fuck do you know about my daughter?” Expectancy and anger
had merged his sentence into one long, desperate snarl.

“That she died on TransAir Flight
320 flying Frankfurt to New York.” The man shrugged again. “Excuse
my blunt approach but I’m afraid it is the cold hard truth and
there is nothing that either one of us can do to change
it.”

Jack had no idea who this man might
be, only that he had somehow come into possession of information
that he had been assured by people at the very highest level would
remain completely confidential. He was also aware that, in his
experience at least, no simple investigator or indeed investigative
reporter earned anything like enough money to secure a suit,
aftershave and jewellery combination such as this.

“How do you know about Flight 320?”
he asked, rage building with every word. “And how do you know
about...?”

“Your daughter? Oh, I know a lot of
things about poor little Lara. Let’s just say that I represent what
you might call ‘an interested party’.” His pause and syllabic
stress seemed well rehearsed. “So tell me,” he continued, his
change of tone matching his change of tack, “why do you suppose
that a world famous artist... commissioned by the Catholic
church... would choose to place himself inside his own mural and
then deliberately represent himself as abjectly turning away from
the feet of the Christ? Should he not be praying at them? Praising
them? Begging them to forgive the many sins of his pitiful
existence?” He shook his head as though disappointed by what he
saw. “Why paint yourself instead wearing an expression which is
only one step away from sheer disgust? Laughing in the face of
those who commission your work is a dangerous game to play.
Laughing in the face of God himself guarantees you little more than
a place in hell.”

Jack cast the mural a fleeting,
darkly reluctant glance.

It showed the feet of a crucified
man from the knees down, presumably those of Jesus himself. Three
Roman Centurions stood guard at the base of the cross, whilst two
male and two female disciples looked toward the feet. Not one of
the people in the coarse sketch looked upset, however. Nearly all
looked, at best, disgusted. And there, at the bottom left of the
mural, was the man described as Cocteau. Short-haired and looking
desperately out of place, he did indeed turn away from the figure
of Christ, sharing the same repugnant expression.

But, intriguing as that all might
be to somebody who actually gave a damn, it told Jack nothing about
his daughter.

“I’m not a Christian,” he said, his
words weighted irritably. “I’m a Jew and I don’t really care. It
appears that you have gone to a lot of trouble and achieved
nothing. Unless, of course, the sole object of this meeting was to
waste a great deal of my time.” He started to stand before he said
or did something he knew a man in his position would
regret.

“You should care, Mr. Bernstein,
you really should. You see... sometimes paintings reflect real
life. Sometimes somebody is trying to tell us something, but they
are trying to do it with some degree of subtlety. Do you...
understand?”

Jack clenched his teeth again,
tighter than before, and slowly lowered himself back on to the cold
wood.

He understood.

“Cocteau must have felt so very
differently to the masses about the Christ, and his art merely
serves to reflect his honesty. Who knows, he may even have had a
point. Just because one version of history is widely accepted does
not guarantee that it is the truth no matter how extensive the
belief. It is so very easy to fool the masses.” He laughed gently.
“As you demonstrated yourself with the contemptible horse riding
story. The people will believe exactly what you want them to
believe if you limit the real truth to those you feel you can
trust. But what you really want, I mean the reason you are here, is
the truth about your daughter’s death. Regardless, I suspect, of
whether it endorses or conflicts with the wider view.”

Jack turned with cold eyes. The man
chose to ignore his gaze, his eyes now focused back on the
mural.

“So tell me then..” Jack asked with
evident contempt. “If you have important information about the
investigation, why not go to the German authorities? Or the FBI? Or
is it just that you came to me because there is something you want
in return, Mr....” In sixteen years of heading IntelliSoft, he knew
an emerging negotiation when he saw one. The man did not want to
offer information that might convict the guilty. He wanted to offer
it so that he could make some cold, hard cash.

“You may call me Simon, Mr.
Bernstein, but my name is not really important to you. I do
believe, however, that my knowledge is. All you need to know is
that I represent a group of people whose beliefs of history are as
different as those of Mr. Cocteau here. And as for what I want...?”
He paused, stretching the silence just long enough to make Jack
suitably impatient. “It is certainly not money, if that is what you
are thinking. I have more than enough of such trivial
things.”

He gestured around at the cold
walls. “This is holy ground, Mr. Bernstein, designated by none
other than the Knights Templar. Long before the cornerstones of
this church were laid they used this same location as a base for
their crusades. For hundreds of years, in many different guises,
they searched the known world for the most elusive and most coveted
of religious trophies: the Holy Grail. Some say it was a cup, a
chalice if you choose to believe the hype, used by Jesus at the
last supper and to collect his blood as he hung in defeat from the
cross. There are others who believe it to be his physical body, his
corpse. Decaying bones of a less fortunate crusader. Personally I
believe that the true Grail is something quite different, and it is
that which I seek.”

He had deliberately stressed the
‘I’ in his sentence, as though the fact that he wanted something
other than money somehow set him apart from any other brand of
extortionist. It made precious little difference to Jack, he was
still facing a man who was offering him a trade-off rather than an
outright gift.

“And what does this have to do with
me or my daughter? Why the hell am I here?”

The man laughed again, tingeing it
this time with a subtle hint of irony. “Because I am a wise man,
Mr. Bernstein. Not a good Samaritan.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that I will give you the
one thing that you want; namely the people who really killed your
daughter, and then you in return will deliver to me the one thing
that I want....”

Jack shook his head with a
powerfully dismissive smile. “Will I indeed?”

The man’s voice, his cold facial
expression and even the air which filled the space between them
seemed to exert a quiet, almost menacing confidence. “Yes, Mr.
Bernstein. You will.”









diversities of gifts

1 Corinthians 12:4






In the Sanctuary of Light, deep
beneath the Temple, each of the Ministers discarded their western
clothes and bathed for half an hour in the fragrant natural waters
of a sunken pool. Throughout the cleansing a solemn silence was
maintained, as it was each and every time they met. Then, when the
three men had dried themselves Ephraim, wearing pale green robes,
led them in prayer. At the final amen he took three similar robes,
their colour varying to denote status, and handed them across.
Benjamin was designated white, Simeon black and Zebulun
red.

Ephraim removed a large key which
hung on a golden chain around his neck and carefully opened the
heavy studded door which separated the Sanctuary of Light from the
adjoining room. For the first time in his life Zebulun felt his
heart racing. He closed his eyes and gave thanks to God that he had
been deemed worthy enough to be in service at the time of the New
Empire.

Like the others, he had been handed
a large envelope during the preceding Assembly. Within it were many
smaller and much heavier envelopes, each marked with a date on
which they should be opened. When those dates fell, he and his
colleagues would follow their respective instructions to the
letter. These, he knew, were the last tasks he would ever be asked
to perform by The Abraham. If he were to die, then it must not be
before he had completed them all, whatever they may prove to be.
God was trusting him to pave the way, and nothing must be left
undone. He must not fail The Abraham, the Child, or indeed his
ever-loving God.

Following Ephraim into the Chamber
for the first time since he was ordained he was rendered breathless
by its immense size. Hundreds of tiny alcoves littered the high
walls, each bearing one of Eternity’s may prized artefacts. Zebulun
was well aware that many of these items, should their existence
ever be proved, would have the power to rewrite history forever. To
his left, the north wall had been kept bare and smooth save for an
open case mounted on golden brackets. Standing upright within that
case was the most treasured spoil in Eternity’s impressive
collection, the Book of the Word.

Each of the marble blocks on the
floor had been systematically positioned in such a way that the
inherent grain ran seductively inward, the pattern resembling the
pigmentation in a human iris. As it drew Zebulun’s gaze toward the
centre of the room, he finally saw the image he had previously only
dreamed of seeing during his lifetime. There, seated on a raised
slab of darker marble, was the casket. A solitary figure clothed in
deep crimson standing behind it. The Joseph; the father of the
child.

Ephraim allowed each of his
colleagues a few moments to gaze in wonder from the doorway then
opened a dark wooden chest which had been sitting against one of
the walls. Slowly he removed three differing sized items, each
shrouded under a veil of purple velvet - the colour of Kings - and
handed them to each of his Ministers in turn. Then, without the
need for spoken words he turned away, walked ceremoniously across
the marble floor, beyond the casket, and took his place as Jacob
alongside The Joseph.

Briefed in readiness for the
routine expected of him, Benjamin approached, holding forth his
gift. As he reached the point where the sides of the casket, carved
with religious motifs, revealed the child to him, he fell to his
knees and bowed his head to the floor with almost pleading
servitude. After a moment of prayer he raised it once more and
removed the velvet blanket from his offering; a jewelled gold crown
seated on top of an etched glass case which contained a Venetian
broadsword. Laying the large case on the floor he removed the crown
and placed it at the feet of the child.

The baby, gentle kicking and
stretching its tiny arms, smiled. Innocent and unknowing. Benjamin
took three steps to his left to allow Simeon to approach. His gift,
contained within a similar glass case, was that of antique
balances; the kind used in ancient times for measuring wheat and
barley. When he had glimpsed the child and laid the case on the
floor beside Benjamin’s he took three steps to his right and
Zebulun approached, bowed and unveiled the final ministerial gift;
another case bearing a traditional hunting bow. Then, as
instructed, he took a single step backward so that he was standing
directly between Simeon and Benjamin.

When the three Ministers had
fulfilled their roles as contemporary Magi bearing gifts, Ephraim
approached from the other side of the casket and knelt before the
child. He also produced a glass case but, unlike his predecessors,
proceeded to open it. Inside, resting solemnly on a purple velvet
cushion, were three keys; one to each of the other cases. Laying
his offering in the centre of the crown he moved backward with head
bowed. The men prayed again, asking of God that the child would
grow strong and learn to use his gifts as wisely as they
had.

The Ministers’ first duties to the
child had been fulfilled. Whilst the Joseph had given him life
itself and Benjamin, Simeon and Zebulun had respectively conferred
their ability to ‘judge the unholy with sword and with famine and
with death’, Ephraim had made the most important donation of all.
He had, symbolically for the time being at least, offered the power
of control over all three.









she hath no child

2 Kings 4:14






Jack was in no mood for childish
games. “I have my daughter’s killers,” he said defiantly. “They’re
in custody as we speak.”

“Please, do not allow complacency
to rule your actions, Mr. Bernstein,” the man replied, calmly
waving a finger of mock chastisement. “That might just prove to be
the biggest mistake you ever make.”

“So... what...?” Jack said,
shrugging his ignorance. “Presumably you feel you have fresh
information about the bombing and you want to trade it for
something. What, exactly? What is this Holy Grail?”

The man shrugged again. “A
book.”

Jack sneered. “So visit a goddamned
library.”

The man did not even bother to face
his guest as he spoke. “It is a very special book, Mr. Bernstein,
very special indeed. Now, by sheer chance, it is currently in the
possession of the very people who chose to systematically peel a
plane from around your little girl at thirty-two thousand feet. And
I would like you to retrieve it for me.”

Jack clenched his teeth, then
realised exactly what the man was doing. He was very carefully and
very deliberately fuelling his anger, forcing him to picture his
daughter’s final moments so that he would want nothing more than to
grasp at whatever straw snippets of information he might be
offered. He not only hated the fact that the man was doing it, but
also the fact that it was working so effectively.

“So Mil’el have this book you
want?”

Simon laughed wickedly, just enough
to inflame Jack further, “Come now. Do you really think that
Dalkamouni or indeed anyone within Mil’el planted that destructive
sound system on board Flight 320? Mil’el are fanatics, not even I
dispute that, but please do not fall into the FBI’s trap of
thinking that they are also stupid. To plant an exact replica of
the bomb they were discovered constructing in Berlin last year. To
make no attempt to claim responsibility? And to be caught within
four days of the act itself?”

He checked his diamond studded
Breitling with controlled nonchalance. “Tell me, Mr. Bernstein,
does that sound like the work of a group who have managed to murder
one hundred and thirteen foreign nationals over a five year period,
without allowing so much as one charge to stick to the grubby
clothing of their members? These people, caught building a
barometric explosive device last year, managed to negotiate their
unequivocal release in Berlin just three months later? Trust me on
one thing, Mr. Bernstein, they are a long way removed from
stupid.”

Jack creased his face, trying to
recall the information that Andy had shared with him regarding the
terrorist group after the arrest of their key members. “As I
understand it, Mil’el have actually claimed responsibility for one
hundred and twenty four deaths.” It was a small point, but one he
felt was worth voicing in a superiority battle he was currently
losing.

“You might have been told that but,
as I believe I already highlighted to you, history is far from
being an exact science. The eleven servicemen in the Paris
nightclub three years ago was not their handiwork, merely that of a
disgruntled ex-member who claimed the attack in their name.” Simon
shrugged, then the lower half of his face curled into a deep, nasty
smile. “They inform me he was dealt with very shortly
afterwards.”

Jack was visibly shocked. “You mean
you’ve spoken to them. To Mil’el?”

“Of course I have. Not the ones who
were picked up on your country’s trumped-up charges of course, but
I have spoken with their colleagues in Tripoli. I’m not a member of
the FBI, Mr. Bernstein, and as such I believe in thorough
investigation. They reliably inform me that their members were not
responsible for Flight 320 but that, because some of the evidence
points their way, the authorities have decided ‘what the hell’? The
fact that they did not do it is irrelevant. They’re still going to
find themselves making adequate scapegoats for a swift conclusion,
wouldn’t you say?”

Jack’s initial instinct was to
question just how reliably a global terrorist organisation could
inform anybody about anything, but decided against it. “So who did
bring down flight 320? Who killed my daughter?”

“The people who have something that
I need.”

“And they are?”

“Very hard to find, Mr. Bernstein.
Very hard indeed. Which is why, reluctantly I might add, I come to
you. I have a deal to offer and it is very simple in nature. I will
give you information and from that you will work out for yourself
who killed your little girl.”

“So you don’t even know who these
people are?”

Simon smiled at what he perceived
to be Jack’s complete lack of understanding. “I know exactly who
they are, I just don’t know where they are. It is a puzzle,
something that your appearance here today demonstrates to me that
you revel in solving. But, if I solve half of that puzzle for you,
there is every possibility that you may never understand its
origins enough to complete it. So instead I will give you the
information given to me and you will do what I did. You will work
out their identity. The question is; can you succeed where I have
failed? Can you work out their location.”

In the depths of his psyche, a cold
hand reached out and pressed itself against Jack’s heightened sense
of pride. He did not know if he was clever enough to solve the
puzzle in question, but was certainly clever enough to know that
the cold hand had previously been covered by a gauntlet. The sense
of it being thrown to the floor had been carefully engineered by
the man who faced him now.

“And you believe I can?”

“Would I be here if I did
not?”

Simon reached to his right and
picked up a leather file which, until that point, had been
carefully concealed by his body. It was deep red, over an inch
thick and bulging with numerous sheets of A4 paper. On a protruding
sliver, Jack could just make out the corner of a technical
drawing.

He carefully placed the file on the
seat between them, his eyes never leaving Jack’s. “In this file is
enough information to whet your appetite, no more and no less. If,
based on the things you see, you are prepared to accept my terms
then you will meet me here in exactly two weeks’ time and I will
give you the rest.” The man’s eyes betrayed nothing of his
feelings. “I will be expecting you.”

“And then what?” Jack asked. “What
happens if and when I do find these people?”

“Then you use your power, your
money, your contacts or whatever else you can to close them down.
As you do, you will ensure that the book I want is slipped to one
side and when I receive it we’re even.” He raised a single eyebrow.
“I will expect you to be true to any word you give me. No book, no
deal.”

There was a clap of thunder outside
the church and a split second later the hall was invaded by a blast
of electrified radiance. The stranger’s face was momentarily
transformed into a pale blue mask but his deep set eyes remained in
darkness. Jack shook his head in disgust. Deep down he wanted to
ask what was so special about the book but in reality he knew he
had listened to enough of the man’s supercilious ramblings
already.

“I don’t know who the hell you
think you are,” he snarled, “but I’m not going to barter over my
daughter’s killers.” Impatience would not allow him time to compose
as venomous a closing remark as he would have wished. In the end,
“Go to hell” was the best he could manage to close the
deal.

He rose swiftly to his feet, pulled
his collar close in readiness for the storm that had broken outside
and walked resolutely toward the heavy wooden doors, not wasting so
much as a second glance on the motionless stranger. The man made
him feel ill at ease, the conversation even worse. The file
remained untouched on the seat.

Without bothering to turn the man
called after him, his voice intimidatingly calm. “I’ve been to
hell, Mr. Bernstein and you will trust me when I tell you that it’s
not a very pleasant place to be. But answer me this...? Are you
prepared to leave your own flesh and blood to rot within its
walls?”

Yet again the stranger had
overstepped the mark with engineered precision.

Jack opened the door but stopped in
the cobalt glow of light. It had penetrated the hall again,
illuminating the faces of the beggars whose heads had lifted with
muttering interest at the shout. Against his better judgement he
turned and looked back toward the mural. His words were
instinctive, yet slow and deliberate. They were loaded with the
kind of defined menace he usually reserved only for the negotiating
table. “If you’re implying that my daughter is in hell, then you’re
one sick bastard.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I do not
expect... No, I personally guarantee that we will not be meeting
again.”

The man turned methodically, but
with just enough speed to catch Jack’s stare piercing through his
silhouetted outline. “I’m quite sure your daughter was a perfect
angel, Mr. Bernstein,” he continued, condescension weighting every
syllable, “but you seem to be reading me all wrong. I was, in fact
referring to her child. The little boy she gave birth to whilst she
was away.”

The words echoed, first through the
church and then through Jack’s mind; entering his head with a
violence that he could never have envisaged. He felt every function
in his body slamming to a halt. His heart, his pulse and his breath
all ceased to exist and for an instant it felt as though time
itself had done the same. He never knew it was possible to be so
completely paralysed by words alone.

In stark contrast the man turned
away again, the air of a disinterested father returning to his
Sunday paper. “What you don’t seem to realise is that Flight 320
was blown from the sky for one reason and one reason only...
because your daughter was on board.”

The sentence had been an ominous
rumble. In one instant it seemed to resonate throughout the church,
in another it seemed to surround Jack like a dark cloak. As he
spoke, the man’s voice seemed to descend an octave until his words
became long snarls. They prowled like wolves through the aisles and
crept slowly to Jack’s feet before leaping upward into his head.
Once inside they began a gnawing attack on his senses.

“She could not be allowed to reach
you in New York because you would then have known about the boy and
sought to rescue him.” He shrugged indifferently. “They traced her
movements too late and it is that fact alone which resulted in
their actions transpiring to be so drastic.”

For a moment Jack did not know how
to react. Every ounce of blood drained toward the floor and he
stood as open mouthed as when he had first been informed of Lara’s
death. He felt weak. Perhaps he even felt a little
scared.

Scared that there were things -
important things - of which he was completely unaware.

“You’re... you’re saying that Lara
had a child? Without me knowing? And you’re actually trying to
insinuate that two hundred and sixty one people were murdered just
to stop her coming home? To what...? To tell me about
it?”

The man - Simon - stood and faced
him again, positioning himself in such a way that his sharp black
outline and cold stare deliberately obscured the desperately
anaemic symbolism of the mural. He remained half in shadow, one
side of his body and face in silhouette, the other still visible in
the rich blue light.

“You may not believe what I tell
you now, Mr. Bernstein, but you will... because the sequence is
very simple.” He calmly picked up the leather folder. “First I must
convince you that neither Dalkamouni or indeed anyone else within
Mil’el planted that bomb. If I know you, and I think I do, you will
then subsequently want to know who was really responsible and you
will accept my terms. I will then give you information –
information which will contain clues to the whereabouts both of
your daughter’s killers and your daughter’s child. Throughout all
this I know that ultimately you are going to perform every DNA test
available on that child before you hand over what I want. So you
see... my prize is in your hands and I am prepared to accept the
challenge. The question is, knowing that the key to your own flesh
and blood is in mine.., are you?”

With every word the man uttered,
Jack’s shock and anger edged further into the realms of focused
rage, eventually bursting from within in a thunderous blast of
contempt. “People died, you sick bastard. Over two hundred people
died and you want to give me clues.” He shook his head in
overwhelming disbelief as his tone was pulled under rolling waves
of despair by the weight of the resignation he now felt.

“For God’s sake,” he offered
lamely, “this is not some kind of game.”

The man smiled with unaffected
confidence, his cold stare firing a sharpened blast of chilled air
which pierced Jack’s taut skin like an arrow.

“Oh but it is, Mr. Bernstein, it is
the ultimate game.” The smile grew wider; more sadistic. “And, when
you take this folder, you will have precisely fourteen days in
which to decide whether or not you would like to play.”
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Eight hours after the gifts had
been presented to the Child and three hundred miles from the
nearest man made structure, the two men looked uncomfortable and
out of place. Wearing all-in-one chemical suits with protective
hoods despite the searing heat, they moved like astronauts on Mars
against the backdrop of the Australian outback as they made their
final preparations.

Moving from the black Land Rover
which had brought them to this remote location, one of the men
walked toward a wooden pen containing twenty-eight sheep. Though
the vehicle, like the sheep, was owned by one of the largest
organisations in the world, it possessed neither visible markings
nor registration plates. Even the VIN and chassis numbers had been
filed away should anything go wrong or there was an unwanted visit
from the authorities. Nothing could ever link the experiment here
today to those who had initially commissioned it.

The man stopped beside a high stake
topped with a spinning cowl and carefully connected a portable
computer to a five-pin socket embedded within the base. As he
worked, the sheep moved anxiously away from him toward the furthest
reaches of the pen, bleating gently.

He wondered just how astute such
dumb animals were; whether or not they sensed something in the air.
Not that there was anything they could do about it even if they
did.

Happy with the data he had
collected, he opened a metal strongbox and removed a blood bag from
the padded interior. But this bag contained no blood. The liquid
inside was completely colourless and, he had been informed,
odourless. Treating the bag with extreme caution he moved toward
the pole marked ‘SSE’ and suspended it from a nail which had been
driven into the post already. He then retreated one hundred feet
backward into the wind as his colleague climbed aboard the Land
Rover and drove it around to join him.

“What’s the reading?” he asked,
leaning close and raising his voice so that his question carried
through the plexi-glass visor.

“Four-point-six-eight,
south-south-east,” the man replied.

The other man nodded and moved to
the rear of the Land Rover, opening the tailgate and retrieving a
high powered Browning rifle with telescopic sight. Grabbing a box
of shells he moved back to the front of the vehicle and placed them
on the bonnet. Then, after struggling to open the box with his
protective gloves, he took five shells and inserted them one by one
into the open chamber of the weapon.

“Are we go then?” he asked. The
readings man nodded and took a few steps back.

Leaning across the black paintwork
he raised the sight in front of his visor. Then, gently placing his
gloved finger through the oversized trigger guard, he lowered the
barrel until he could see the bag sitting centrally between the
cross-hairs. Almost as soon as he began to squeeze the trigger he
felt a tap on his shoulder and looked up. The man who had taken the
readings was now pointing into the distance.

Following the angle of his
colleague’s outstretched arm he saw a trail of dust growing in size
over the gently curving line of the distant horizon. “Shit,” he
said. “Who the fuck is that?”

As the vehicle came closer they
could see that it was another black Land Rover; identical to their
own. Which could only mean one thing; Simeon had returned from the
Assembly and had decided to watch the tests being conducted on his
territory first hand.

When the vehicle finally skidded to
a halt, its occupant clambered out wearing the same style of
chemical suit as his employees. He strode purposefully across the
dusty earth, studied the pole and saw that the bag was still
intact. Then he looked upward into the sky and all around. Today
was a clear day with only the slightest breeze. He did not care
about the exact wind speed, he could tell at a glance that
conditions were perfect.

“Shoot it,” he said bluntly, his
Swedish accent stretching his words like a slowed recording. The
man with the Browning took his position once more.

The plexi-glass visor made it
difficult for him to see effectively through the sight and it was
almost thirty seconds before he started to apply pressure to the
trigger. A few moments later a shot rang out across the barren
landscape and the subdued protests of the sheep increased to gentle
panic.

The bag remained intact.

Simeon sighed, steaming the front
of his visor, and tore the gun from the crouching man’s hand.
Holding it toward the pen with only one arm he released a second
shot and the bag exploded, showering the liquid over the red earth.
Slowly it began to steam, evaporating into the air.

Within a few seconds the bleating
of the sheep had escalated to fever pitch. They began to run in
erratic circles, leaping over each other with voices that were
becoming increasingly strained. This continued for around thirty
seconds until one by one they gave up and fell quivering to the
floor. Within two minutes all twenty-eight were silent.
Dead.

“Come,” Simeon said curtly, walking
toward the pen to inspect the carcasses, the rifle still in his
hand.

“The suits...?” one of the men
questioned, dubious about being downwind of the now flickering
bag.

“The suits are fine,” he replied
and tentatively they all followed. Throughout the walk they
maintained a respectable, and much safer, distance behind their
leader.

Once inside the pen, Simeon
crouched low toward one of the sheep and saw that it was still
suffering involuntary muscle spasms, but was most definitively
dead. The black domes of its eyes stared from its quivering body,
their wide glare now locked into a permanent mask of disbelief.
Twenty-eight adult sheep in under two minutes, he thought, looking
to the man who had attempted the first shot and nodding his
approval.

“Is this the first test we’ve
completed?” he asked the man who had fluffed the initial shot. He
had not yet visited any of the other sites on the two hundred
thousand acres of Australian bush farm that Eternity had purchased
the previous year. The man nodded.

Simeon seemed pensive for a moment.
“I still need a full test,” he added, looking around at the bodies
littered on top of each other. Through his visor he could see that
the man did not understand. As far as he had been concerned today
had been a full test.

“What do you mean?” the man
asked.

“A full test,” he reiterated,
stressing the words. The man simply shrugged and looked to is
colleague in the hope that he might deliver an answer.

With controlled nonchalance, Simeon
placed his back to him, then turned, swinging his body with as much
force as he could muster. The butt of the rifle caught the man’s
visor with all of its delivered force. It shattered and fell to the
ground, leaving the man staring with shocked disbelief at the
pieces as they settled in the dirt around his feet.

“A full test,” he repeated for the
third time, no discernible influx of emotion colouring his voice.
He could see that the man’s eyes were already starting to redden
and moisten, and his nose was beginning to excrete a stream of
mucus tinged with blood. Within half a minute, wide eyed and
bemused, he collapsed to his knees, coughing and spluttering. He
grasped at the earth and tried to grasp at Simeon’s feet but his
strength was fading fast. Within two minutes his temporarily
increased heart rate was as motionless as that of the
sheep.

The other man watched with abject
horror, flinching backward in fear as Simeon turned to face him.
“Get the phosphorous and burn them all,” he said coldly, handing
over the rifle and walking back toward his Land Rover.

Thirteen months after first
experimenting with the mixing of phosphorus trichloride, isopropyl
alcohol and sodium fluoride at extremely high temperatures,
Simeon’s biological team had finally produced the desired result;
Sarin - a powerful new toy for Zebulun to play with.

Next to VX, Sarin was one of the
most virulent and swiftly lethal nerve agents on the face of the
earth.
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Joaquim smiled excitedly. “How
many?”

He had been so very sure that he
would miss the men this evening. Mr. Mendez had kept him right
until six and it was well after quarter past now. The workmen
usually left for the day at six on the dot but the middle-aged man
had told him when he had arrived that a few had stayed late to
complete some units. They were getting ‘over time’, whatever that
was. He presumed that it probably meant that even though they had
worked very hard, they were still taking far too long and had gone
‘over’ their allotted ‘time’. It probably also meant that they had
to work unpaid until they had made the time up. IntelliSoft must be
very difficult people to work for, he thought, and yet the man was
still smiling. It was as though he actually enjoyed being told he
was getting ‘over time’.

The man had also told him just how
many there would be, yet still he could not believe it. Now he was
smiling back and telling him for a second time. Two hundred and
fifty in ten waves of twenty five each. Once the first twenty-five
chrome cylinders were ready to fire, the pyrotechnics experts would
be preparing the second twenty-five. With that many fireworks the
sky would be ablaze with colour for at least half an
hour.

“And they will go off when I solve
the final puzzle?” Joaquim asked cheekily.

The workman smiled and removed his
hard hat, wiping the sweat which had built steadily across his
forehead throughout the long day. Each of his pronounced wrinkles
was now highlighted by a thin strip of water trapped in a natural
valley. He wryly shook his head at the young boy’s confidence and
the reached out and ragged his hair. “They will go off,” he said,
crouching low to look him in the eye, “when the child who wins
solves the final puzzle.” He winked.

Joaquim just nodded. He could not
wait to set them off.

The man looked at his watch and
told Joaquim that he really must be getting back to work. Then he
added that if the young boy wanted to come down to the site really
early on Saturday, perhaps before eight, he might just be able to
persuade his supervisor to show him around inside. Joaquim’s eyes
widened with added excitement, though in reality he could not make
up his mind whether to feel happy or sad. Of course he wanted to
look around, but today was Tuesday. Saturday seemed a long, long
way away.

Nevertheless, he would be there
well before eight.

It was very clever, he thought. The
American people had created a ‘FireNet’ system and then used it to
link a global ‘FireWorX’ education system. Then, when Joaquim had
solved all the puzzles on launch day, they would send real
fireworks up into the skies. They were so very clever, the
Americans. Except when it came to creating puzzles, of course.
Their puzzles were unbelievably easy to solve.

He looked at the digital display
board again:

26D, 15H, 43M

Time to go.

* * * * *

It was almost eight o’clock before
Jack was finally sinking his aching body deep into the comfort of
first class leather on the flight back to California; tired, angry
and confused. Not since the instant that he had first seen
Elizabeth laid in the hospital bed, the tubes trying vainly to feed
fresh life into her nose and mouth, had he felt so ill at ease with
the world’s capricious nature and so uncharacteristically unsure as
to how he should react to it.

Two things burned at him, and more
specifically at his ego. The first was to know that Simon had
really only wanted one thing from the meeting and the second was to
know that he had succeeded. Jack had played right into the man’s
expensively-manicured hands and come away with more questions than
answers. He did not know who Simon was, who he represented, what
was so special about the book or why he wanted it so badly. More
importantly, he did not know how Simon knew so much about Lara,
even before her fatal flight.

Lara had been travelling on false
documents it seemed. Where and how she had obtained them Jack would
probably never know, but it had at least served to keep the fact
that such a high profile traveller had been aboard the plane out of
the public domain. What worried Jack in hindsight was that a group
of people who described themselves as little more than ‘an
interested party’ had known about his daughter’s flight in the
first place. Limiting that information to people who could be
trusted had involved a great deal of political favour-calling and
string-pulling on Jack’s part. He was certain that there were no
leaks, so it begged him to ask himself whether Simon was somebody
Lara had known before the flight.

He might never know.

The fact that somebody was trying
to use his daughter’s death to get something they wanted was worse
than infuriating, but then so was the shivering feeling of
uncertainty it had left him with. His initial reaction had been to
walk away, to leave the man to play his sick games alone, but there
was no way to do that once a grandchild had been mentioned. He had
wanted to, of course, more than anything, but just two words made
such a thing impossible. His mind was spinning the same question
over and over: ‘What if?’ What if he was being offered a second
chance...

Doubtful.

But he had taken the file.
Just to take a look, nothing more. Simon was somehow aware that
Lara had been on that flight and there was nothing that Jack could
do to change that. Denying it was a waste of time, but Simon
knowing was no longer the problem; Simon himself was the problem.
He looked like a sicko, talked like a sicko and only a sicko would
have put time and effort into composing the kind of puzzle that had
drawn Jack to the church in the first place. Now, what worried him
most was the realisation that it only needed one sicko. In the wrong hands,
knowledge that the last living member of the super-wealthy Jack
Bernstein’s family was gone would make the word ‘leverage’ flash
like a twelve-foot high neon sign. This man wanted something.
Badly. So badly that he was prepared to barter with Lara’s killers
in order to obtain it. How far would he go if Jack did not
comply?

Of course there was no god-damned
child. Jack Bernstein would have known if his daughter had given
birth.

What if...?

Over and over. Spinning through his
head like leaves swirling on a cornered breeze.

What. If.

There were two things, and two
things only, that Jack was prepared to do; hopefully to prove Simon
wrong. The first would be to study the details he had been given -
but for the duration of his flight home and no longer. The truth
was he had nothing better to do and nowhere better to focus his
mind. Second, he would Email the forensic examiners in Germany and
ask them to investigate whether or not his daughter had ever given
birth to a child. He knew that he had both the required pull and a
special access code with which to request that kind of information.
In the days after the accident, via Andy, he had all-but demanded
it.

If neither action threw up anything
that had been chained to solid proof, the kind cast in forged
steel, then Jack would assume that his initial judgement on the man
had been correct. He could then alleviate his fears and be assured
that the idea of a child had been created for no other reason than
for use as a bargaining tool.

In essence, whilst Jack had only
fourteen days in which to decide whether or not to play ‘the game’,
Simon had a little more than twelve hours in which to convince him
that this was, in fact, a game worth playing...
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He opened the folder wide across
his lap and took a moment to skim through its contents.

As well as technical data relating
to Flight 320 and comprehensive details of the reconstruction work
carried out by the NTSB, it also contained a sizeable cross-section
of newspaper clippings. More or less everything he had
expected.

Then, at the back of the file, Jack
found three postcards. Rather than relate to the flight, however,
each card detailed a historic work of art. Two concerned themselves
with works by Leonardo Da Vinci, the most famous of the Renaissance
artists, whilst the third showed Jean Cocteau’s mural; the mural on
which Simon had already issued his unwelcome lecture. Jack decided
that it was probably best to examine the cards first, for no other
reason than that they looked so out of place alongside the
technical and media information.

He pulled them out and closed the
file.

The cards had been issued by
different publishers and as such the amount of copy on the reverse
varied greatly. The first, the one showing the Cocteau mural, gave
only the location and a date [1957] whilst the second, showing
Leonardo Da Vinci’s The Last Supper offered slightly more detail.
It explained that this painting was also a mural, that it had been
commissioned by Ludovico il Moro for the refectory of the convent
of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan and that it had been completed
in 1498. Jack smiled; slightly more detail.

The third card showed two almost
identical paintings side by side and was designed to be used as an
informative reference rather than a posted souvenir. As such the
reverse contained a comprehensive narrative on the works. The
paintings were Da Vinci’s two versions of The Virgin of the Rocks
and consequently they both depicted the same episode, one not drawn
from the Gospels but from a story apparently long present in
Christian legend. During their flight into Egypt, the copy stated,
Mary and the young Jesus had sheltered in a desert cave where they
had encountered a similarly youthful John the Baptist under the
protection of the Archangel Uriel. The point of the story was
apparently to escape an obvious and somewhat embarrassing question
raised by the Gospel story of Jesus’ own baptism. It claimed that
it was at this highly fortuitous meeting that Jesus conferred on
his cousin the authority to baptise him when both were
adults.

But why, the card asked, should a
supposedly sinless Jesus require any baptism at all?

The text explained that Leonardo’s
first version of the scene, completed in 1485, had not been well
received by its patrons, the Confraternity of the Immaculate
Conception at the Church of San Francesco Grande in Milan. It was
commissioned to form the centrepiece of a triptych for the altar of
their chapel. The contract for the commission, dated 1483 and still
in existence today, carefully specified the imagery that the
Confraternity were requesting. Leonardo, for reasons known only to
himself, chose to deviate from that specification and a lengthy
lawsuit followed. The artist eventually conceded to produce a
slightly altered replica, completed in or around 1507. This was the
version now resident in the Louvre in Paris. The rejected painting
was now hanging from the walls of the National Gallery in London,
ironically only a few minutes walk from the church Jack had visited
earlier that day.

Nowhere on the three cards could
Jack find anything that seemed to have any relevance to Lara, her
flight from Frankfurt or the fact that she may have borne a child
whilst she was away from home. So what, he asked himself, was the
reason for their presence within the pack? Unless it had been an
accident on Simon’s part, which he seriously doubted, he could only
assume that the answer was either contained within the images so
subliminally that he was missing it or there was some link between
them that only his lack of historical knowledge prevented him from
seeing. The only thing to do, he decided, was research the
paintings more thoroughly when he arrived back home.

Thereby breaking his first
self-imposed pre-requisite for the deal.

He placed the cards on the
unoccupied seat to his left and turned instead to the extremely
detailed accounts of the loading procedures used for container AVC
4119 TA, of the Libyan terrorists themselves and of the bomb and
timer mechanism that had apparently been used. How Simon had
obtained such information was not apparent, but then this was a man
who had apparently spoken to Mil’el and had received the answers to
the questions he had posed. A man seemingly very adept at getting
what he needed.

Throughout the notes, certain words
and phrases had been picked out with a yellow highlighter pen.
Apparently irrelevant sections. The exception to the rule was one
paragraph detailing the time that the accused baggage handler,
Dieter Friedricks, had arrived for his shift and started loading
the remaining five bags into baggage container AVC 4119 TA. In this
paragraph, all twelve lines had been picked out in orange, not
yellow, and no explanation had been attached as to whether the use
of a different colour was relevant or not.

In the section of the file
dedicated to newspaper clippings were even more words and phrases
that for some reason had been highlighted in yellow. When Jack
cross-reference the two sections he could see that each highlighted
detail in the technical file had a corresponding detail highlighted
in the media file. It was only when he realised that the technical
data covered the loss of Flight 320 whilst the press cuttings
detailed the bomb seized when Dalkamouni and Mal-Makhoub had been
arrested in Neuss the previous year that he became aware of just
how accurately the details tallied. It appeared that the make of
radio/cassette player, the type of timer, the amount of explosives
and the barometric triggers were all vividly outlined in German
newspapers as much as five months before Flight 320 even left the
tarmac.

What the newspaper cuttings did not
contain, however, was any reference highlighted in orange, or
indeed any information regarding Dieter Friedricks’ work as a
baggage handler at all. Friedricks, certainly as far as the media
was concerned, was fresh news.

So why, Jack thought, were details
on Friedricks marked in such a way as to stand out from the others?
Within the highlighted area the time of the man’s arrival at
Frankfurt airport was detailed as 5:30am, but that was already
common knowledge. Even the morning papers had demonstrated that
Friedricks had been given a rota the previous week which had moved
his start time from 4:30am to 5:30am, that he had arrived on time
and had loaded five unspecified bags into container AVC 4119 TA.
Nobody knew which bags he had loaded, only that there had been
forty-nine in the container when he arrived for work and fifty-four
when the plane took off at 5:51am. There was every probability that
one of those five bags was a Bronze Samsonite containing a
selection of gents’ clothing purchased in three German stores and a
Matsutritsu model 2110 radio cassette player.

Jack turned back to the beginning
of the file and began to read every page from scratch. This time in
intricate detail, hoping that the answer to the use of orange
instead of yellow would somehow become apparent. Dry-mouthed he
read the passenger lists which included ‘Teresa Harman’, the
pseudonym used on the passport carried by his only child, and the
manifests that tallied the bags to the passengers. He read that
there was no bronze Samsonite listed on these manifests and that
there had been one more bag recovered than had been
logged.

With the same sense of horror,
heavy in his stomach, that he had felt when he had spoken to Andy
he read how fifty one minutes after take-off a Semtex bomb, hidden
inside a Matsutritsu radio/cassette player, which was in turn
hidden in the bronze Samsonite, had exploded with devastating
effect. It had punched a hole ten inches from the floor at the back
of container AVC 4119 TA, sent highly destructive shockwaves
ripping through the fuselage and the air conditioning units which
had ultimately peeled the main body of the plane open like a tin
can 32,000 feet above the rolling fields of Elspeet, Holland. The
notes explained how two minutes after the explosion the plane and
two hundred and sixty one bodies, including that of his daughter,
were back on the ground, this time scattered over a thirty mile
radius.

He read in detail how the NTSB and
Federal investigators had intricately pieced the plane back
together, traced every line and determined beyond doubt the chain
of events, at the same time as security personnel launched an
investigation that tracked down Dalkamouni, Mal-Makhoub and
ultimately Friedricks.

When he reached the end of the file
Jack concluded exactly what he had suspected he might; that these
three men were the same three men, regardless of what Simon and his
‘interested party’ might wish to insinuate, who had been wholly
responsible for the murder of his daughter. They would rot in
prison; the closest he could send them to hell. He, meanwhile, was
left with an empty feeling, created both by the loss of his only
child and the final realisation that the file held nothing of use.
It was this feeling that made him realise for the first time that
he had, possibly, been hoping that Simon had been right. That he
had been offering something new.

He had not. There was nothing more
to say or do.

There were no revelations and no
details hidden within the pages that Jack and thousands of others
with enough money to buy a daily paper did not already know about
the bombing. Similarly there was nothing about the whereabouts of
his daughter prior to her death and certainly nothing about a
child. He concluded therefore that his suspicions had been correct;
that the entire meeting had been an elaborate waste of time by a
well-researched prankster who was probably laughing out loud right
now at Jack’s expense.

Sighing heavily, he threw the file
next to the postcards and tried in vain to rub away the aches which
seemed to have become ingrained into the very fabric of his
face.

A stewardess approached his seat
from behind, leaning over with a dutiful smile and offering tea,
coffee or perhaps something a little stronger. Tempted as he was by
the third option, he politely declined all three. With three hours
of the flight still to go, he could take no more. He reclined his
seat, closed his tired eyes and allowed the mass of information
swirling through his mind to hypnotise him darkly toward the relief
of sleep. Having flown into London quite early that morning, it had
been a long day. One that had somehow managed to feel even
longer.

The deeper he fell, the closer to
his daughter his dreams took him. He pictured a studious
fifteen-year old collecting insects in the fields behind the ranch.
Her eyes were full of life and her smile wide, but on the odd
occasion that she had looked toward the house and seen Jack
watching her from behind his computer, the smile had faltered. The
pain had returned. His and hers.

There was no way she could have
understood; no way for him to adequately explain that he was as
bitter as she at Elizabeth’s death. It was a dark time and it
reflected on those around him, not just his daughter. He wished he
had been able to deal with it better. Then and now.

Suddenly a bang. The loudest he had
ever heard, resonating from the floor directly beneath his
feet.

The plane shook violently, throwing
open the overhead lockers. Instinctively Jack sat up . A split
second later a metallic tearing sound filled the air above his
head. In an instant every light in the cabin was extinguished and
he felt the fierce cold of a three hundred mile an hour wind
tearing into his face. Shards of metal sliced through the air,
ripping into his whole body and tearing the shirt from his
chest.

He had never known pain like it, it
stabbed savagely at every one of his nerve endings.

After a few moments his eyes became
acclimatised to the darkness and looking back he saw the stewardess
through the gloom, screaming as she clung desperately to the door
which had once separated the first class section from steerage. As
the force of the air tried to pull her away the strain was evident
in every sinew in her arms. Then the plane lurched downward and she
lost her grip, disappearing out into the night sky. There was time
for Jack to notice only the slightest glint of realisation
registering in her eyes before she was gone.

A drinks trolley plunged through
the aisle, the glass shattering into Jack’s face as it crashed
against the cockpit wall. The plane began to arc toward the earth
and twist wildly out of control. It churned the contents of his
stomach and brought him close to violent retching. The cold wind
doubled in intensity and its ferocity pinned him firmly back into
his seat. He tried to breathe, but it was impossible as his lungs
expanded with every frightening second that passed. As he
helplessly strained for air an elderly passenger, his flesh torn
and bleeding, plummeted down the near-vertical aisle and hit the
forward wall with a sickening crunch. As the man lay awkwardly
against the wall, his legs and arms twisted at impossible angles,
Jack saw his frozen look of horror and realised that the man was
already dead. A moment later his body was joined by another; that
of a woman.

With a wrenching scream that
exploded through his ears, the right-side wing finally succumbed to
the unnatural stresses being imposed and tore away from its
housing. The burning fuel which followed in its wake briefly
illuminated the cabin as it sliced aerodynamically past the
fuselage toward the ground below. It allowed Jack to see the
woman’s face more clearly. He saw her lips straining against
impossible forces to speak and her eyes losing the battle with
unconsciousness. She was young; a girl of perhaps eighteen or
nineteen with long brown hair and light clear skin.

God, she was beautiful.

God Almighty. She was
Lara.

As fast as realisation gripped his
face she disappeared, her body sliding from the wall as the plane
twisted. Like the stewardess before her she too was thrust into the
darkness beyond. He tried to scream her name but his expanded lungs
would not allow the words to escape. Had he been able, it would
still have been too late. His daughter was gone forever.

“Sir?” A comforting voice.
“Sir?”

Ashen faced, he opened his eyes to
see the stewardess leaning over him again, neatly plucked eyebrows
forming a well-rehearsed triangle of concern. She was very much
alive. Was he?

“Are you alright, Sir?”

Jack could not speak. The images
had been so real, so tangible. For a moment he thought that the
reality of this new voice was the dream; a moment of everyday
normality planted by his subconscious to ease the pain of a slow
death. He closed his eyes again, took a deep breath and then opened
them quickly. The stewardess was still there.

“Sorry I....” He felt the
embarrassment of a child whose cries had woken his mother in the
dead of night. “I think I was having a bad dream.”

The stewardess smiled reassuringly
and pulled the handle which raised his seat into the upright
position. “We’re starting our descent,” she said with a comforting
smile, leaning to his waist to check that his seatbelt was firmly
in place. “Landing in twenty minutes.”

As she continued along the aisle,
passing the same instructions to other passengers who had yet to
heed the overhead signs, Jack felt depleted and cold. He knew that
the pounding he felt was his heart beating but at the same time he
felt as though that same heart had somehow been ripped from his
body to be tossed like a football between three Libyan terrorists
and a stranger called Simon.

What had the man called it? A
game.

There was a God, he decided. A God
who had seen that Jack was standing on the precipice of making one
of the most important decisions of his life. A God who saw that he
had screwed up so many of his previous decisions, and one who had
now chosen to throw the full extent of the nightmare into his mind,
just so that he might truly understand what it was that man could
do to man. Perhaps this ‘God’ felt that Jack needed a complete
comprehension of these things if he was to even consider playing
‘the game’.

“Most of the passengers on the
flight will have experienced a free-fall for two miles which will
have lasted two minutes. Many will have lost consciousness with
instantaneous effect, given that the air at thirty-one-thousand
feet is extremely thin. Added to the high winds, extreme cold and
injuries from flying debris it is possible, if not probable, that
almost all passengers would have experienced a complete black-out.
Some passengers, however, may have regained consciousness as they
entered the atmosphere closer to the earth where the air is more
rich in oxygen. It has been discovered that at least half of those
aboard Flight 320 were still alive when they hit the ground, dying
only from the force of impact. One passenger’s body was discovered
clutching a small child, indicating that there was a high degree of
consciousness during what must have been a terrifying
descent.”

Jack was left wishing with all his
heart that he had not just read every last horrific detail
contained within the file and that he had done more things of value
for Lara long before somebody had stolen her away from him.
Similarly, that he had never been drawn into meeting with
Simon.

...at least half of those aboard
Flight 320 were alive when they hit the ground...

But most of all, as he looked
through the window into the darkness of the world outside, just
like his daughter might once have done, Jack Bernstein wished to
God that Lara had never chosen to board that goddamned
plane.
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“You look like shit,” MaryBeth
said, slender arms cloaked in trademark Versace and open in
greeting. Having waited at arrivals as promised, she gave him an
affectionate hug and they started drifting toward the exit. He
carried no luggage; the laptop bag possessing an extra pocket large
enough to accommodate the file and all the toiletries he had needed
for what had initially been a thirty-six hour visit to London. As
his meeting with Simon had increased that time to almost
forty-three, he wondered why he had never been blessed with enough
foresight to carry a change of clothing as well.

Time differences between England
and California had meant that Jack’s twelve-hour flight had
culminated in a midnight landing, Pacific Time. The airport was
much quieter than usual and the sound of their footsteps was
accentuated by the open concourse around them.

“Get what you needed from the
meeting?” MaryBeth asked.

The question made Jack stop dead in
his tracks. MaryBeth followed suit. When she turned he was looking
directly at her with an uncharacteristically probing stare. In
Jack’s mind there was a pause that seemed to last forever. In
MaryBeth’s a sense of confusion.

“John Case...? Virtuality...?” she
prompted, dipping her head. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to
decipher what she might have said to shock him. “I mean... did he
have anything good to show you?”

Jack sighed, shaking his head at
his own misconceptions as if they might now spin from his mind like
a catherine wheel. MaryBeth knew nothing of his meeting in the
church, he was simply being paranoid. But why? Why did he feel even
now that even the few travellers scattered throughout the terminal
were staring directly back at him? That everybody knew.

He took a deep breath. “Yes, yes he
did. A new VR suite, quite impressive.” His mind was still on the
images; the words, his voice slow and lacking its usual passion.
Lara, pulled from the fuselage at thirty-one-thousand feet. Her
eyes. Pleading. Beautiful. Gone.

...alive when they hit the
ground...

MaryBeth, knowing (and, on the odd
occasion, understanding) Jack as she did, pulled her
shoulder-length hair to one side and looked straight into his eyes.
“Is everything alright, Jack? You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

He smiled lamely at her choice of
words. There was no way she could know. “I’m fine,” he
lied.

MaryBeth looked expectantly around
the foyer. She hated flying and as such was not well versed in the
internal layout of LAX. It took a few moments but eventually she
found what she wanted and what she felt Jack needed. “There’s a bar
up there.” She pointed to the balcony at the furthest end of the
check-in desks. “What say we have a drink. I mean, let’s face it, I
think you could do with one.” She grabbed his hand and pulled. No
argument. “You can tell me all about it.”

Jack resisted and shook his head.
“Really, I’m fine, it’s just...” but he was too late. MaryBeth was
already dragging him toward the steps which led up to the balcony.
He resigned himself to her better judgement and domineering
personality once again.

* * * * *

Jack took a seat one row away from
the window and left MaryBeth to flirt with the barman for few
minutes as the drinks were obtained. When she joined him she was
wearing what Leonardo Da Vinci himself would instantly recognise as
‘an enigmatic smile’.

“Cute for a bar-guy,” she said. Her
eyebrows raised in subtle mischief. “English as well. Got that
quaint little accent they have.” She quoted, “So whah hah yoo
floiying, maam?”

Jack shook his head in mock
despair.

It was rare that he drank beer
these days. He had in his youth, excessively at times, but it had
lost a lot of its appeal of late. Either it was the side-effect of
an increased standard of living or the cold hard truth that he was
getting old. Either way, it made little difference because
MaryBeth, as ever, was right. He sure as hell needed one
now.

“So what’s been happening while
I’ve been away?” he asked, the last cold drains of his first
mouthful sliding gracefully and gratefully down.

“Well,” MaryBeth replied, thinking,
“FireWorX is going okay, but Eric had yet another shutdown this
morning.”

Jack looked surprised. Shocked
even. “A-nother one?”

MaryBeth nodded lamely. This was
the third time that the FireWorX system, despite having the latest
IntelliGate software installed, had been shut down by a remote
outside source. It was undoubtedly a hacker, a prankster, because
they never actually harmed the system. All they did was log on, get
through Eric’s latest attempts to keep the system safe, and shut it
down from the inside. The IntelliGate had been specially upgraded
three times now. Three times the remote had broken through. The
only clue left was a message added to the main-screen coding. The
first one, as Jack recalled, had read; ‘Security is dire, I broke
through the wire. If it ain’t tight, I’ll ruin opening night. It’s
simple.’

Protecting the system should have
been so very easy, despite the fact that IntelliSoft terminals
worldwide would soon be logging on, because it was such an insular
mainframe. Due to its unique operating system, IS-OS - UNIX based
but still a world away from the conventional - FireWorX could not,
supposedly, be accessed via any conventional PC. It required the
FireWire system itself and, so far, that had been sold to only
eighty-three companies worldwide. Those companies, all extensively
vetted and triple-checked, were large corporations and used it only
for high-speed data transfer to and from their own internal
mainframes. They did not have remote access lines like the
IntelliSoft terminals.

“Has he checked all the users?”
Jack asked. Those who had FireWire. He already knew he
had.

“Every last one,” MaryBeth replied.
“And they all came up clean. Either our hacker does work for one of
the companies and we just can’t trace him, or he’s found a way to
break through using the Web and a conventional system. Which is
unlikely I would have to say. Either way, Eric’s upped security so
tight already that he’s at a loss for what to do next. He rewrote
the coding so there were no back doors, not even for him, and
they’ve still come through. He says that the only thing he’s know
about them for sure is that they’re good.”

“How good?” Jack asked.

MaryBeth looked genuinely worried.
“Israeli.”

‘Israeli’ was a term used
throughout the computer industry to refer to a hacker of the
highest grade. In 1992 an unknown hacker had managed, over a series
of months, to silently access the coding level of many of the
world’s major banks and financial houses. They bypassed the most
stringent security available and, unknown to the systems managers,
planted a dormant virus. Nobody knows if the hacker was, in fact,
Israeli, but the virus certainly had its allegiances. At 7am on May
14th 1992, nearly forty percent of the world’s financial computers
started to display a flashing message. No matter how many times the
machines were rebooted, the message would not go and access to the
hard drives was denied.

Twenty-four hours later, every
machine came back on-line.

May 14th, as the message reminded
the panicking managers, was Israeli Independence Day.

Jack looked uneasy. He could see it
now. The global launch, IntelliSoft’s proudest moment, and some
smart-assed kid with a UNIX box and a fifty-dollar modem was going
to shut the whole thing down.

“Tell Eric to fine-tooth for
dormants now, and again the day before launch. When he’s done the
second check I want him to take it totally off-line and plant some
coding that gives a one-hour delay on any shutdown instruction.
Internal or external. That should cover us for the launch and he
can take it out again afterwards.”

“Is that wise?” MaryBeth asked.
“What if there’s a problem just before the launch and we need to
reboot the system? We had freak overloads in trials, only this time
it won’t shut itself down for an hour.”

“If there’s a problem in the hour
preceding the launch,” Jack said defiantly, “then Eric’s in deeper
shit than he can imagine anyway and I think he knows it. Meanwhile,
good or bad I’ve got no choice. My face is going to be in front of
over a hundred cameras on the day and I don’t want hacker egg on
it. Like I say, we’ll simply run with it on the day and take the
coding out again later.”

MaryBeth’s shrug said ‘whatever’.
Her face said ‘unconvinced’.

“So what else?” Jack said,
deliberately changing the subject before she could voice whatever
fears were currently writing themselves across her face.

“Well, Boston still has the cabling
problem but I’m told that’ll be sorted within a few days at the
outside. Press packs have all been sent out as promised... I think
that’s about it.” She took a healthy mouthful of beer, rolled it
around her mouth for a moment and swallowed.

“So c’mon...” she said quietly.
“Enough of the shit.” She leaned close. “What was it that Johnny
Flashboy wanted to show you?”

“An unbelievably clever VR
projection suite,” Jack said, gently peeling the label away from
his bottle. The condensation that had formed on the glass had
diluted the adhesive and made the task remarkably easy. “I’m
getting them to construct a duplicate on campus so that Geoff and
the guys can have a play. It needs hooking up to one of the spare
I.Q. units and in return I’m sending them another spare unit for
their own R&D people.”

MaryBeth looked intrigued. “Sounds
good. So... do you want me to get Geoff to pull work away from the
other peripherals like speech and vision and concentrate
development solely on this VR suite?”

“Not if you don’t have to,” Jack
said, “But if it comes to priorities, I want the VR suite to take
top billing for the forseeable future. It’d be real cool to see if
we can bring anything to Virtuosity’s party.” Real cool? Did he
really just say that. Or was it simply John Case, talking through
him in that Cockney twang he had.

MaryBeth nodded and they both fell
silent. As she watched him, she saw his face lose its momentary
sparkle. His thoughts, she guessed, were taking him back to another
place; another time. She suspected that the place was somewhere in
London, and that the time was not too long ago.

“So come on, spit it out. What the
hell happened to paint even more shit on your face while you were
out there?” She swigged her beer and looked at him like a mother
might look at a deceptive child. “And don’t say ‘I’m fine’ because
it’s written all over your face that you’re not.”

Jack sighed and stared into nowhere
for a moment. He would never attempt to play poker with MaryBeth;
she read him too well. ‘Like a pamphlet’, she sometimes said, the
inflection being that he was not really as deep as he often
pertained to be. After a few seconds he removed the file from his
laptop bag and placed it somewhat reluctantly on the polished
veneer of the table. MaryBeth picked it up with a sceptical
expression. As she thumbed through its contents he talked her
through the whole story. The meeting with ‘Simon’, the deal the guy
had wanted to make and the things he had pored over on the plane.
The postcards. The details. The highlighted text.

Then he told her about the other
thing. The possibility.
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