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"Tyler, as far as I’m concerned, the only
difference between slitting a man’s throat and swatting a fly is
the mess you have on your hands in the end." Nathan closed his eyes
and squeezed his right fist in his left hand, as if trying to crush
a ripe fruit. "I’ll cut out a little girl’s eyes as easily as
you’ll order a drink on the beach in Tahiti. I’ve killed, and I’ve
raped, and I’ve stolen, and I’ve done things I won’t even begin to
tell you about, and I’ve made money off it all, and you know why?
Because people like you need people like me to do things they’re
too sane to do. I earn my living doing things nice, decent,
civilized people like you can’t bring themselves to do, but things
that need to be done just the same. You and I live in two different
worlds, two different dimensions. One hour in your world and I’d
blow my own head off, just like you’d lose your mind if you had to
spend one hour in mine. But I don’t really expect you to understand
any of this, because in your sanity you have the arrogance of
believing that only you are right, that only your vision of the
world, that only your conception of reality, is the correct one. As
far as you’re concerned, people like me don’t even deserve to be
locked away, let alone treated: all they deserve is to be sent
straight to the chair before they hurt someone like you. Except
that now you need me, so you have to put all that aside and, as
much as it displeases you, you have to trust me to clean up your
mess for you, and that simply drives you crazy because it forces
you to admit that you don’t have all the answers, that there is
room in this world - in your world - for people like me, who do
what I do."



ONE

International
Space Station

Present
day

The empty
champagne bottle slowly spun end over end, spewing an endless
shower of perfect tiny golden orbs of nectar as it went.

It first
floated past the door to the deserted control room, where the
station’s commander, Australian Edward Hastings, was sprawled,
unconscious, in his command chair, a cheap paper party hat askew on
his head. He had somehow remembered to buckle his safety harness
before passing out, which kept him from simply floating away.

The bottle
then floated through a lengthy corridor that ended in a “T”. The
left passageway led to crew quarters, the right to storage. The
bottle bumped against the far wall, seemed to hesitate for a
moment, and then headed for crew quarters.

It encountered
dirty paper plates and empty glasses as it went, all floating
freely in the complete absence of gravity.

As it neared
crew quarters, music began to be heard. The Eurythmics’ old
classic, Sweet Dreams, fittingly filled the air. Fittingly,
for inside crew quarters four people, all reputed to be among the
best and brightest their nation had to offer, were fast asleep, as
drunk as college kids on their first day away from home.

Only one,
Sweden’s Karin Andersdotter, appeared to be half-conscious. She
seemed to rouse when she saw the bottle, perhaps stimulated by the
thought of one last gulp of heaven, but her uncoordinated movements
rendered hopeless any attempt she made to reach her target. She
could not even manage to get out of her sleeping bag, and she soon
gave up and simply went back to sleep.






The bottle finally
floated past a wall of computer screens that all flashed the same
message: “Happy B’day, Mags!!!”.

It ended its journey
against the window to the hydroponics lab where the birthday girl,
Ukrainian astronaut Magdalyna Cheburko, was engaged in a furious
multicultural exchange with fellow space traveller Satoaki Arakawa
of Japan.

Cheburko had her back
to her companion, her head resting against the top of his right
shoulder, her fingers ferociously digging into his buttocks.
Arakawa was kissing her neck, while his right hand slowly lowered
the zipper of her silver spacesuit. He then slipped both hands
inside, the right heading up and the left heading down. When they
reached their respective destinations, Cheburko shivered visibly
and found there was no truth whatsoever to the old joke about the
size of Japanese noodles.

The two began to move
in unison, oblivious to their impending doom.

 


Analyst Mike Brown
almost spilled his coffee all over his computer when he saw the
readings on his screen suddenly and unexpectedly begin to rise.

gSir
!”, he shouted.

His boss at the NOAA
Space Center in Boulder, Colorado, Matteo di Francesco, hung up the
phone and walked to his desk.

gWhat’ve you got ?”

He took one look at
Brown’s screen and saw that his day was about to go to Hell in a
hand basket.

Some 150 million
kilometres away, magnetic energy trapped in the solar atmosphere
had suddenly and unexpectedly been released. The solar flare
exploded with as much energy as millions of 100-megaton hydrogen
bombs, sending a massive wave of deadly radiation racing toward the
International Space Station.

gJesus Christ…”, di Francesco muttered, his face suddenly
drained of all colour. He picked up the phone on Brown’s
desk.

gCohen ? This is di Francesco at NOAA… Yeah, never mind that…
You gotta get your people off the Station now… There’s solar flare
that just erupted… Bastard didn’t give us two seconds’ notice…
Yeah, now as in yesterday…”

Di Francesco fell
silent for a moment as his counterpart at NASA tried to argue.

gIt’s your call, man. But hear this: YOU GOT FIVE MINUTES TO
GET THEM OFF THE STATION OR THEY’RE ALL GOING TO FRY !”, he finally
exploded.

He slammed the phone
down and ran to his boss’ office.

 


Alarms went off inside
the International Space Station less than 30 seconds later, just as
Cheburko and Arakawa were climaxing together.

A deafening siren
supplanted Annie Lennox’ soothing voice, and Mags’ birthday wish
was replaced by an order to evacuate the station immediately.

Hastings was jolted
awake. Dazed, he at first tried to get out of his chair without
unfastening his safety harness. He fumbled with the buckling for a
few seconds before succeeding, and floated dizzily to the control
panel.

He sobered up
instantly.

gEVERYBODY OUT, EVERYBODY OUT, TO THE LIFEBOATS ! WE GOT FOUR
MINUTES TO GET OUT OF HERE !”, he started shouting, before
realising that his voice was barely audible above the
alarm.

I’ve got to get my
people to safety, he thought, regretting he had not enforced
discipline better the previous night, when the party had started
getting out of hand, or I’ll never forgive myself.

He headed
instinctively for the crew quarters, figuring that’s where he was
likely to find the most people in one spot. Using handholds along
the corridor, he propelled himself as fast as he could and slammed
into Andersdotter coming from his left when he reached the “T”
intersection.

gWhat’s going on, commander ?”, she shouted, also apparently –
and suddenly – a lot more sober than she had been five minutes
earlier.

gSolar flare. Massive. We got three minutes to get out before
this becomes a barbecue”, he explained, her Swedish ears struggling
a bit with his thick Aussie accent.

Her eyes grew wide as
saucers but he was relieved to see her nod her understanding.

gAnyone in crew quarters ?”, he demanded.

gJa! Three people: Roussillon,
Traugott and Clemmons”.

One French, one
German and one American, Hastings reflected. Great.

The International
Space Station was equipped with three Soyuz lifeboats, each capable
of carrying three astronauts to safety in case of an emergency.
Their only hope of surviving was reaching and launching those
lifeboats before the radiation hit the station.

gWhat about Cheburko and Arakawa ?”, he shouted.

Andersdotter simply
shrugged.

gOkay. You, Roussillon and Clemmons get on Soyuz One and eject
as soon as you can. Send Traugott to meet me at Two. I’ll look for
Cheburko and Arakawa and send them to Three”, he said, drawing a
quick mental map of where his people were in relation with the
escape pods and assigning each person to the nearest
lifeboat.

Andersdotter once again
nodded her understanding and pushed herself off the wall, back
towards her sleeping companions.

Hastings left in the
opposite direction, towards storage, unsure where to look for his
missing crewmates but knowing he had less than a minute to do
so.

They weren’t in
storage, nor were they in Life Sciences, nor were they in
Materials. Hydroponics, he remembered. That’s where he
works. That’s also at the other FUCKIN’ end of the
Station.

He glanced at his
watch and saw that he had less than two minutes before the
radiation reached them. Seized by a new sense of urgency that
bordered on the panic that stems from knowing that one’s life may
just be about to end, he retraced his steps and headed for the
hydroponics lab.

He had covered half
the distance when the first conduit blew up, filling the station
with a dense white smoke that the emergency lighting tinted pink.
He heard a second conduit blow in the distance, then a third, and
then a fourth, each explosion rocking the Station, and then he
stopped counting.

Hastings, who had
vowed to become an astronaut at the age of 5, was now navigating
completely blind, which slowed his progress to a crawl. He stopped
to try and get his bearings and saw, through the smoke, a dark
shape headed straight for him.

gCheburko!! Arakawa!!”, he shouted,
hoping against hope he had finally located his missing
crewmembers.

The dark shape never
even slowed down and barrelled right into him, never even stopping:
it was Traugott, a look of sheer panic on his face and coming from
completely the wrong direction.

He lost his way in
the smoke and now he’s also lost his mind, like a guy who’s lost in
the forest, Hastings realised. But now he’s headed straight
for Two, and if he gets there before I do, no way in HELL is he
going to wait for me…

The Aussie hesitated
for half a heartbeat, torn between his duty to ensure the safety of
all those under his command and his desire to see his 3-year-old
granddaughter again. In the end, he figured that he had done all he
could, that time was running out and that Cheburko and Arakawa
would make their own way to an escape pod, since they had to be
completely deaf – or already dead – to still be oblivious of the
catastrophe around them.

He turned around and
chased after Traugott, knowing he had to catch up with the demented
man if he was to survive.

 


Their lust sated,
Cheburko and Arakawa had fallen asleep, still linked together in
the most intimate manner.

Cheburko was the first
to stir. Arakawa had closed and locked his lab’s sealed door to
ensure their privacy, and now the noise of the alarm reached her
only as a pale and weak imitation of its true self. She shook her
head, realised that her breasts were hanging out of her suit,
zipped them up, and went to the door.

She tried to open it
and found it locked. She shrugged, the full extent of the unfolding
emergency still not registering on her alcohol-impaired brain. Like
a peeping tom at a schoolgirl’s window, she placed her nose against
the reinforced plexiglass, both hands on each side of her face, and
peered outside.

Her blood froze.

The Station was filled
with pinkish smoke and she couldn’t even see across the passageway,
even though it was less than six feet wide. She again tried to open
the door, this time using both hands, and again found it
locked.

gSATO, SATO, WAKE UP !!”, she screamed. Arakawa barely heard
her.

She spun around to look
at him and saw that he was still unconscious. She also saw that,
like had been her case a few seconds earlier, a private part of his
anatomy was hanging out of his spacesuit.

She reached out,
grabbed the part in question and twisted, noting in passing that it
was still sticky from their previous activity.

Arakawa woke up with a
scream and twisted away from her, all the while uttering what she
assumed were a litany of Japanese profanities. When he again turned
to face her she slapped him as hard as she could to make sure she
had his undivided attention.

gWhat ? What ? I thought you… I asked you three times if you
were sure…”, he began, mistaking her anger for regrets over their
encounter.

gNot that”, she said, “THAT!!” She pointed at the window and
saw his face drop when he, too, finally noticed the smoke that had
filled the station.

gWhat, what…”

gI
don’t know, but you locked the door and we can’t get out of here !
AND WE NEED TO GET OUT OF HERE !”, she shouted.

Without saying another
word, he started going through his pockets and, to her
indescribable relief, almost immediately found the key. He floated
to the door and opened it. The pink smoke and deafening alarm both
rushed into the lab at the same time, giving the two astronauts a
rush of adrenaline that instantly sobered them.

Cheburko pushed past
him and entered the corridor, unsure which way to go. She somehow
found a screen through the smoke and read the order to
evacuate.

Oh my God, she
thought, even though she had been raised in a officially atheist
society. Oh my God.

Where was the nearest
lifeboat ? Was it Two or Three ? She simply couldn’t remember. Left
or right ? She fatefully went left, towards the third and final
escape pod, Arakawa immediately behind her.

 


Traugott had reached
Two and started fumbling with the opening mechanism, his utter
panic rendering impossible a procedure he had otherwise been so
proficient with in training exercises that he had been asked to
teach it to new recruits.

Hastings was
struggling to catch up. He had become painfully aware of an intense
cold that made his extremities tingle and he was now finding it
more and more difficult to breathe. When he touched the wall to
propel himself forward, he felt tiny icicles melt under the
relative warmth of his fingers.

gHang on, let me do it”, Hastings said as forcefully as he
could when he finally got there. Traugott completely ignored him
and continued messing with the mechanism, wasting precious time.
“Move over, I’ll do it”, Hastings repeated, this time trying to
push his crewmate out of the way.

Traugott, who
outweighed his commander by at least 50 pounds, shoved him back as
hard as he could before returning to his work, as if nothing had
happened.

Hastings made a few
backward summersaults through the smoke before he was finally able
to grab something and stop his momentum. He propelled himself
toward the escape pod one more time, his panic now mixed with
rising anger.

gColonel, you will stand down immediately and move away from
the door”, he barked, hoping Traugott’s military discipline might
still be intact.

It wasn’t.

The Station gave a
violent shudder and Hastings understood that Andersdotter,
Roussillon and Clemmons had just launched One. There was no more
time to waste.

He positioned himself
against the wall, directly behind the bigger man. He took a deep
breath, counted to three, and pushed himself forwards as hard as he
could with his feet. He collided with Traugott and purposefully
banged the man’s head against the door.

Traugott fell limp,
knocked unconscious.

 


Cheburko found and
opened the third Soyuz lifeboat without any difficulty. She was
vaguely aware of someone following her, of someone there with her
in the pod, but now she couldn’t have named that person had her
life depended on it. She was entirely focused on escaping the
Station alive.

She fastened her
safety harness, closed and sealed the door, and hit the “Launch”
button.

Nothing happened.

She hit the button
again.

Still nothing.

Again. Nothing. Again,
again, AGAIN. Nothing, nothing, NOTHING.

Oh my God, I’m going
to die here.

She unfastened her
harness, re-opened the door and re-entered the smoke-filled
corridor.

Again, there was
someone right behind her.

 


Holding onto Traugott’s
lifeless body with one hand to keep it from floating away, Hastings
managed to open the escape pod with the other. He put his crewmate
in his seat, fastened his harness, and then did the same for
himself.

As he was getting
ready to launch, he hesitated. What was that he was hearing ? Were
those voices ? Screams, perhaps ? Could he really hear anything
above the alarm and through the sealed door ?

 


Cheburko felt the
Station lurch and realised that one of the escape pods had just
launched.

Oh my God, what if
it’s the last one ? What if One and Two are already gone ? What if
I’m stuck here with… with…

Arakawa was right
behind her, like a faithful lapdog keeping up with its master no
matter what. This was his first stay on board the Station and he
wasn’t as familiar with its layout as Cheburko, who had been up
here for months, was. He figured his best chance of survival
resided with her.

She went left, then
right, then left again twice, then straight, navigating through the
smoke-filled maze with an uncanny ease, despite the fact that she,
too, had become aware of the biting cold and thinning oxygen.

That’s it, she
thought, we’re there, we’re right there, we’re going to make it,
One is at the end of this corridor, it’s right there, it’s…

It’s not there, it’s
gone. We’re doomed.

 


Traugott began to stir
in his seat, the lump on his forehead an angry purple.

Hastings looked at his
watch. How much longer could he afford to wait ? There was still
one seat available in his pod, but he had only felt the Station’s
telltale lurch once, meaning only one lifeboat had been launched so
far.

Or did it ? Maybe One
and Three were both gone, and he had simply missed one launch in
all the noise and confusion ? Conduits were still exploding left
and right, shaking the Station to its core. Would he really have
noticed one more explosion ? He believed he would have.

Traugott opened his
eyes, but they wouldn’t focus.

Sorry about this,
me ole mate, Hastings thought.

He sent him back to
sleep with a punch to the point of the jaw.

 


This is our last
hope, this is our last hope, she kept thinking.

Cheburko reached the
door to Two just in time to see Hastings punch Traugott through the
window. When Hastings looked back and saw her looking at him, his
heart dropped at the thought that he had almost left another human
being, one of his crewmembers, to die alone.

But she was not alone.
Arakawa’s face appeared in the window next to hers, and they both
started banging against the door, shouting at him to open it. Both
their faces were covered with a thin film of frost and their lips
had turned a deep purple. Their breaths condensed on the window and
they kept wiping it off with their sleeves.

Hastings was paralysed
by indecision. There was only one seat available for two people.
Could four people cram into a lifeboat meant for three ? Would the
person left without a seat survive re-entry into the atmosphere ?
Would the others ?

He had no choice but
to find out.

But as he made to open
the door to let them in, Arakawa tried to shove his erstwhile lover
aside to be first. Cheburko would have none of it. She grabbed
Arakawa by the hair, tilted his head back, and, as Hastings watched
in horror, sank her teeth into his throat, vampire-like, severing
his carotid artery.

She let go of her
victim and Arakawa’s body simply fell away. She locked eyes with
Hastings and resumed banging on the door, her mouth eerily red and
dripping with blood, the color made even more vivid by her
snow-white face.

The Aussie closed his eyes and hit the “Launch”
button, and the Station shuddered one last time.

 



TWO

Banbuquiao penitentiary, mainland China.

November 1988.

How he despised them, those wai guo
ren, those foreigners. Look at them. How smug they are, how
arrogant.

The first wai guo ren, the one with
the crazy eyes, was the worst of the two. He always wore a faint,
mocking smile, and always addressed them in a tone better suited
for slow-witted children. He had the irritating habit of
punctuating his speech with pauses to highlight every point he
made, even the most obvious ones. And he seemed to consider some of
his statements truths worthy of Confucius himself.

Zhu. Pig.

"Truth", the tall wai guo ren was
saying, "is irrelevant. Truth is relative and fluid. One man’s
truth is another man’s lies, and one man’s lies can be another’s
truth. So whatever you believe to be the truth is only one point of
view, yours, and it doesn’t have to be shared by anyone else".

The second wai guo ren, the one with
the cold, uncaring eyes, nodded to himself. He was leaning against
the wall, his hands crossed behind his back, and always kept his
eyes down. But if your gaze rested on him for too long, he would
immediately look up and stare you down.

Staring at him for too long was a mistake you
only made once.

"The key is convincing the other party that
your version of the truth is the correct one", the tall wai guo
ren went on. "And how you go about achieving that goal matters
very little. If you know your position to be the correct one, you
are entitled to go to great lengths to change your adversary’s
mind, to… enlighten him, if you would".

To his left, an interpreter was translating
every word he said in Mandarin, her voice barely a whisper, yet
loud enough to reach the back of the small, overheated room. He
paused to give her time to catch up and when she fell silent, he
smiled condescendingly and resumed.

"You must not hold it against the other party
not to understand that you are right and that they are wrong. You
cannot both be right at the same time, so someone will have to
give. And who that someone is will be a matter of perseverance,
technique and skill".

The foreigner paused once again, this time
for a longer period, as if collecting his thoughts. He looked at
each one of his students in turn. They were all members of the
Tu-We, the Chinese secret police, and had been sent here for
what had been described to them as a seminar on interrogation
techniques.

The wai guo ren’s gaze came to rest on
major Zhao, who tensed imperceptibly. His hatred and suspicion of
all foreigners, and especially Westerners, was well-known, and it
somehow seemed to radiate from his entire being. People often
picked up on it without his having to say a single word.

"You", the tall foreigner said, pointing at
him. "Answer me this. If you know something to be the truth, and
the undeniable truth, and you must convince someone else that your
understanding of facts is the correct one, but the other party
stubbornly refuses to accept your arguments, what will happen?"

The interpreter seemed to look for the
correct translation, finally found it, and Zhao nodded, his gaze
never leaving the other man’s.

"I get angry", he answered slowly in his
primitive English. "I get very angry… zhu".

The last word slipped out and Zhao sensed
some his colleagues tense. He cursed them for their weakness and
their subservience. Why these two wai guo ren had been
selected as teachers was anybody’s guess, though it was clear they
had significant expertise in the matter. But Zhao hardly cared. He
hadn’t heard a thing during the four-day session he hadn’t already
known or suspected. And that had only served to fuel his contempt
for the two foreigners.

The tall wai guo ren’s smile froze on
his lips. He knew something had just happened, something
unpleasant, but since he spoke no Mandarin, he could only guess. He
decided to let it pass… for now.

"Indeed you will", he said, "and therein lies
a very specific danger. An angry man tends to lose his temper and
his self-control. He may then do things that will hurt him in the
long run. We have here a prime example of what happens when a man
loses his temper".

He turned to his right and waved at the
slumped figure of a man tied to a chair. The man had been there for
hours and had all but been forgotten by the class. He hardly moved
and only moaned feebly now and again.

The foreigner grabbed the man by the hair and
pulled his head back. Both of the man’s eyes were swollen shut and
his lips were cracked and bloody. His nose also appeared to have
been broken, and two rivulets of dried blood ran from his
nostrils.

The wai guo ren let go of the man’s
hair, and his head simply fell forward on his chest again. Zhao
noted that a handful of bloody hairs had stuck to the latex glove
the foreigner was wearing.

"This", he repeated, "is what happens when a
man loses his temper. This poor soul was interrogated by some of
your colleagues yesterday. Those colleagues, needless to say, had
not had the benefit of our instruction. They spent hours trying to
convince this individual that he was wrong and they were right.
They failed. It is my understanding that he has steadfastly refused
to alter his position. Ask him if his mother is the dirtiest whore
in all of the People’s Republic. Even after being pounded for hours
upon hours, he will not even admit to that much. Your colleagues
have not weakened his resolve on bit. Furthermore, during their
interrogation, they seriously endangered the cause which you are
all entrusted with protecting".

He once again grabbed the man by the hair and
pulled his head back. He twisted it left and right, examining the
bruises that covered his face and giving them all a good chance to
do the same. When he spoke again, his voice was hard and his words
heavy.

"A blow to the head can plunge a man into a
coma from which he will never emerge. A blow to the abdomen can
trigger bleeding so severe that a man will die within hours. If you
kill the person you are interrogating, if you render that person
permanently unconscious, you lose any chance of ever extracting
more information from her. And that is extremely undesirable".

The teacher once again surveyed his pupils,
and once again he locked eyes with Zhao. Zhao refused to lower his
gaze.

Asshole, he thought to himself. He
didn’t know too many English words, but he knew that one.
Asshole.

"But then, what are you to do?", the
foreigner asked, his eyes leaving Zhao’s after a few more seconds.
"We all know this man is lying. We all know he is holding something
back. How can we then convince him to talk, to rejoin our version
of the truth? How can we convince him of the error of his ways if
we are not allowed to hit and punch him?"

As if on cue, the second foreigner
straightened up and walked to the door. He opened it and gestured
to someone in the hallway. A few seconds later, a group of a PLA
soldiers appeared, and with them was a woman. Her clothing had been
torn and her face was streaked with tears.

She looked around the room and when her eyes
fell on the man tied to the chair, she became hysterical and lunged
forward. The soldiers restrained her, but she fought like a wildcat
and almost got away.

Her screams seemed to infuse the man with new
energy. He sat up, turned his head left and right, and tried to
peer through his swollen eyelids. He tried to say something but
only managed to produce a fine mist of blood and saliva. Still, he
struggled mightily against his bond and managed to topple his chair
over to the side. Tied as he ways he couldn’t guarantee his fall
and banged his head against the floor. The woman shrieked madly but
the man just laid there, sobbing and muttering something which
sounded like please.

The other wai guo ren motioned to the
soldiers to leave the room with the woman. He closed the door after
they had gone, but still her screams and shouts could be heard.
Zhao looked around the room and was ashamed to see that some of his
colleagues appeared sickened by what had just happened.

"Unless you hadn’t guessed, that was our
man’s wife", the tall wai guo ren said after a silence of a
few minutes. "This man was put into my care earlier this morning.
As soon as he arrived I informed him that his wife had been
arrested and put in the care of some PLA soldiers. That was all I
said. I let his imagination do the rest".

The foreigner stopped one more time. He
removed his latex gloves with a characteristic snap and threw them
aside. He flexed his fingers and cracked his knuckles before
concluding.

"I gave specific instructions that she not be
harmed. We are not barbarians after all. Whether those instructions
were followed matters very little. What matters is that I did not
tell the man I had ordered his wife be kept safe. All I told him
was that she had been given to some soldiers. Then I let his
imagination do the rest. His mind ate away at his resolve. Now ask
him whether his mother is the dirtiest whore in China. He’ll tell
you she is."

 


Nathan sensed that something was amiss the moment he
entered the room. A tiny alarm bell – one he knew only too well –
went off and the hair on his arms prickled.

The assembled students were listening with their
usual limited interest to whatever Lord was saying. Lord looked at
him when he walked in and winked without interrupting his train of
thought. Cross shivered.

There were seven People’s Liberation Army generals
standing at the back of the room. That in itself wasn’t unusual.
This was the last day of their instruction, and the generals were
probably here to witness for themselves what their money had
bought. The generals were escorted by a number of regular PLA
soldiers.

A man, his bowed head covered by a bloody towel, was
tied to a chair, facing the students and the generals. Nothing
unusual there either. This was the same man they had used
throughout this latest round of classes.

"There will be times when your subject will be
knowledgeable of a truth – the truth you are seeking to attain –
without even being aware of it’, Lord was saying. "In such a
situation, it is you duty to help this hidden truth come out and be
expressed".

This had been a somewhat uneventful, straightforward
assignment. Cross had been contacted by a middleman on behalf of
Chinese authorities. This middleman had offered him a lot of money
to travel to China to come teach a refresher course in so-called
interrogation techniques. Why they had needed him, given the PLA’s
well-deserved brutal reputation, he had neither asked nor cared.
The money was good and the work was easy.

He had decided at the very last moment to bring
Manfred Lord in on the job. He could have handled it alone easily,
but he found the prospect of eight long weeks alone inside a
Chinese penitentiary – he knew full-well he wouldn’t be allowed
outside – less than appealing. Since Lord and him had a long
partnership, and since there was enough money to go around and
still be worth their trouble, he had given him a call.

Lord had jumped at the chance to be paid to teach
people how to beat up other people.

"Extreme violence in such a situation will be
useless and even counterproductive", Lord said. "Pain and suffering
will only distract your subject. Apply just enough pressure to keep
your subject on his toes, keep him aware of the questions you are
asking, but refrain from inflicting so much pain that he won’t be
able to concentrate and answer your questions in the matter in
which you wish them answered".

Lord stopped for a moment, looked at him and winked
again, as if sharing an inside joke. Cross smiled faintly,
intrigued and once again alarmed. What the hell was Lord up to?

He looked around the room and thought how he
couldn’t wait to get out of this place. He knew that Lord had a
small job lined up in North Korea right after this one, and would
be flying off in a few days. For his part, after eight weeks in a
damp cell, a warm beach in Thailand sounded mighty interesting.

Their students of the past few days were all
assembled for this final lesson, looking neither more nor less
interested than they usually did. Cross looked at each of them in
turn. There was the one who never smiled, and there was the one who
always did. There was the one, a bit younger than the others, who
seemed constantly on the verge of throwing up. There was the one
who Cross constantly caught looking at him, but who always
immediately dropped his gaze when he stared back.

He had never bothered learning their names. He and
Lord had taught 10 groups of fifteen over eight weeks, and there
had been little purpose in developing any kind of friendship with
any pupil. They were here to learn, he was here to teach them, and
that was it.

"Our man here", Lord said, waving in the general
direction of the slumped victim, "is a prime example. Up until
recently, he had been a fine, upstanding citizen of the People’s
Republic. Yet, in his heart, he harboured a knowledge which
threatened the very foundation of your beloved country".

With the exception of Zhao, of course. He had had no
other choice but to learn Zhao’s name.

Over the span of a life filled with murder and
violence, Cross had seldom met an individual so filled with rage
and hatred than this Zhao. His fury was so intense it seemed to
radiate from his very being. The closer you got to him, the more
you could feel it, like warmth from a fire on a cold night.

He had never sought to understand the origin of
Zhao’s hatred. It mattered very little. He had simply assumed –
rightly so – that Zhao hated them purely because they were
Westerners, and that all things from the West were bound to be
evil.

Cross looked around the room for Zhao. His alarm
level tripled when he couldn’t find him.

Zhao’s not here. Where the hell was Zhao.

"A tactic favoured by many goes as follows", Lord
explained. "In order to hide his true beliefs, a man will profess
to be of a completely opposite persuasion. For example, a man who
claims with much vehemence to be a patriot, may in fact be hiding
that he is a traitor".

Out of the corner of his eye, Cross caught one of
the PLA soldiers thumbing the safety off his Chinese-made AK-47.
Slowly, cautiously, Cross backed away until he rested against a
wall. Lord caught his movement, looked in his direction, but this
time neither winked nor smiled.

Cross then knew he would have to fight to leave the
room alive.

"Such a man used to exist in your midst", Lord went
on, his tone suddenly harder. "A man who proclaimed high and low
his love of the fatherland, but who in his heart harbored deeply
unpatriotic thoughts".

Lord then reached over and ripped the towel off the
man’s head. The entire class gasped as they recognized their
erstwhile comrade, Zhao.

"This here man, Zhao, was well-known for his hatred
of the West. You all heard his fiery diatribes. This indicated to
me that maybe he was seeking to hide something, that perhaps he was
seeking to hide traitorous thoughts and actions behind a
smokescreen of hatred. I was right. After a lengthy interrogation,
Zhao has confessed to betraying his country. It was he who arranged
for two Westerners to infiltrate the Tu-We. One of those foreigners
he knew to be an agent sent to recruit more traitors who…"

Cross didn’t need to hear the rest. He knew where
this was going and how the speech would end. He had been set up and
sold out.

Then, as things always seem to do in such
situations, everything seemed to happen at once.

Cross rushed to the door, only to see it open on its
own. An armed soldier appeared in the enclosure and froze, seeking
to take in the situation, but Cross was already moving in another
direction.

He ran to his right and wheel-kicked a Tu-We student
in the head. The man, stunned, started to collapse. Cross grabbed
him by the shoulder and threw him to the ground. He then seized the
empty chair and used it as a club, knocking out two more students.
Then, spotting the PLA soldiers at the back of the room rushing at
him, he threw his broken chair in their general direction. Most of
them ducked out of the way, but a general was caught full in the
face and fell to the ground with a broken nose.

Cross spun around and once again ran for the door,
hoping he’d be able to shove his way through.

He met a soldier – the one who had blocked his exit
a few moments earlier – half-way there. Half a dozen more soldiers
had entered the room behind him. The man froze when he saw his prey
suddenly turn on him. His half-second hesitation proved fatal.
Cross kneed him in the genitals and tried to rip his AK47 away from
him. The man held on and in the struggle, a brief burst was fired.
Bullets ricocheted in the room and a few cries of pain were
heard.

Cross paid them no heed.

He kicked the man again and felt his opponent relax
his grip on his weapon. But then a dozen hands fell on him from
behind, grabbing at his shoulders and hair and arms. They pulled
him backwards, causing him to lose his own grip on the AK-47 just
as he was about to seize it for good.

Cross didn’t try to pull away from his aggressors,
as others may have instinctively done in his place. Instead, using
an old martial arts technique, he took several quick steps
backwards, pushing with his opponents instead of pulling against
them. The manoeuvre caught his assailants off guards and Cross felt
the human mass behind him destabilize. Several men tripped and
fell, and he felt a few of the hands let go of him.

He then rushed forwards once again, this time
pulling against the remaining hands and freeing himself. But there
were simply too many of them. As soon as he was free, he was
confronted by a new, fresh PLA soldier. He saw the man drop the
butt of his gun and he knew the blow was coming. He tried to duck
out of the way but couldn’t avoid it completely. The butt caught
him in the cheekbone instead of on the jaw, just enough to make him
see stars and lose his balance for a few seconds.

Then there were more hands on him, and he knew the
fight was lost. They dragged him down inexorably, fists and feet
hit his stomach and face and legs, and he felt his strength leaving
him. He fell to the ground and managed to trip one man on his way
down. The man fell, taking a couple of others with him in his fall,
but it was too little too late.

Cross found himself surrounded by a sea of legs and
through them, like the sun seen through dense foliage, all he could
see was Manfred Lord’s laughing face.

Beijing, May 1989.

A man’s freedom can sometimes hang on the smallest,
most insignificant detail: a misspelled name, a tired guard, a
wrong date…

Or a car that simply won’t start.

It occurred to Nathan Cross only years later that
had the prison van he and his jailors been scheduled to use
started, he would, in all likelihood, not have left the People’s
Republic of China alive.

But the van’s engine would simply not catch, no
matter how much they slapped it or swore at it. And since no other
official vehicle was available at the moment, the two jailors who
had been charged with transferring him from Banbuqiao to a forced
labor camp in Qinghai province instead decided to use one of the
two’s private car, a battered Lada who looked as though it had been
around when Nikita and JFK were busy exchanging pleasantries.

And it was in the back of this car that he now found
himself, in handcuffs and in leg irons, as though his severely
broken ankle did not preclude any escape attempt.

He knew the wound was infected. He had been running
a low fever for several days and a greenish, smelly liquid oozed
slowly but constantly from a cut in his skin, where his captors had
repeatedly hit him with a crowbar. He had been fed nothing but a
thin gruel and stale bread for as long as he could remember. He had
been tortured without rest, hung upside down for days on end so
that when he inevitably had to pee, he would pee in his own face.
Many of his tormentors had been individuals he had himself trained
during the previous weeks.

His strength and endurance were gone. He would not
have been able to defend himself from a grandmother and her
handbag. His joints ached and his skin felt as though it had been
rubbed raw with sandpaper, so that every time the car hit a bump in
the road, which happened more often than not, waves of pain flooded
his entire body. He knew that his seriously weakened state had
partly prompted his captors to use this car instead of waiting for
a more secure prison van. They regarded him as posing no threat
whatsoever, and he would have been inclined to agree with them.

They had done their best to kill him, short of
putting a bullet in his brain. They had apparently decided that his
needed to be a long and painful death. And yet he lived, though he
knew he was being sent to the labor camp to die.

For the first time in many, many years, Nathan
Cross, one of the most feared guns for hire on the surface of the
planet, found himself as defenseless as a child.

Through a feverish haze, he became vaguely aware of
an argument going on in the front seat. The driver had turned up
the volume of the radio and was waving at his companion to be quiet
while he listened. Their car had stopped at a large intersection,
and Cross noticed more than a few people walking or biking in the
same direction, as though on their way to some common event.

The driver pointed in that same direction, while the
passenger pointed in the opposite. Clearly, one of them was
suggesting that they too went to wherever all these people were
going, while the other argued they should avoid it. The argument
went on for a few more seconds but in the end, as is bound to
happen in such circumstances, the driver won. He turned the wheel
to the left and accelerated, an eager grin on his lips. The
passenger threw his hands in the air and let them fall noisily in
his lap, as though washing them of any responsibility.

At first there were only people – more and more of
them – on the sidewalks. But then, about two kilometers down the
road, they began encountering people in the street itself, and the
driver had to slow down to drive around them. The strangeness of
the situation reaching him through his enfeebled state, Nathan
began to pay more attention to what was going on around him.

Most of the people they were encountering were
young, but he also saw a number of middle-aged and older
individuals. Without exception, or so it seemed, they appeared
happy, relieved, exhilarated, but also anxious and wary, as though
they were experiencing an unfamiliar situation whose outcome
remained uncertain.

He could see that a number of protesters – for that
was what he guessed them to be, protesters of some kind – carried
flags and signs. But not Chinese or Soviet flags. American flags.
British flags. French flags. And while most of the signs were
covered in Chinese symbols he couldn’t decipher, he caught the odd,
sometimes-misspelled English word here and there. Freedom.
Democrassy. Liberty.

There were now so many people in the street that
their car had been forced to a crawl. And then, unavoidably, there
were simply too many people, and the car could go no further. All
they could see were the backs of hundreds of people, all staring at
something going on somewhere ahead of them. After hesitating for a
moment the driver put the car in reverse, but the trickle of human
bodies had turned into a flood behind them and there was nowhere to
go. They were like a rock in the middle of a raging river.

So the driver killed the engine and sat back with a
faint, worried sigh. He looked at his comrade with a timid smile,
suddenly uncertain of the wisdom behind his earlier curiosity. The
other guard simply ignored him and stared out his window,
fuming.

At first the protesters paid them no attention. But
as the space around the car was filling rapidly with people
jostling for a better view, Nathan knew it was only a matter of
time before that changed.

That change came in the guise of an inquisitive
eight-year-old girl, who happened to be standing right by the
window on the passenger side. Cross saw her first look, then smile
at the guard, who failed to acknowledge her in any way. Then the
girl seemed to notice the man’s uniform, and she tugged at the
sleeve of the adult she had been holding by the hand. She tugged
again, looking up, then tapped her finger against the glass, at the
same time obviously explaining what she had seen.

The adult in question bent forwards to look for
himself. He stared at the first guard, then at the other, and then
examined their uniforms, his face unreadable. He stood up and
shouted something in a loud voice that attracted the attention of
all those in the vicinity. The car’s three occupants, like so many
fish in an aquarium, then found themselves staring back at a dozen
curious faces.

There was an unreal, eerie standstill that lasted
for several heartbeats, each party unsure of what to do next. A
young man standing directly in front of the car then placed both
hands on the hood and pushed down, as if trying to provoke a
reaction that would end the stalemate. The car’s battered
suspension yielded and its nose dipped. The young man pushed again,
rocking the car and prompting others into following his example.
The small vehicle began rocking from side to side as people pushed
and shoved, at one point the wheels on the right side even lifting
from the pavement for half a second.

Shackled and weak, Nathan was unable to protect
himself in any way. He was tossed about from side to side, his
ankle exploding with pain. He banged his head hard against the
glass and lost track of what was happening for a few moments.

When he came to, the car had stopped rocking. He
barely had time to wonder why before noticing that the guard on the
passenger had pulled out his handgun and was desperately trying to
point it in all directions at once. The people surrounding the car,
perhaps believing that their number made them invincible, had not
stepped back and most still had their hands on the car. They had
simply stopped shaking it.

The guard was terrified and on the verge of panic.
For some reason, he feared he would be lynched and he intended to
take a few of his presumed assailants with him. Cross had seen the
look on the man’s face a million times and knew he was likely start
shooting at any moment. He lowered himself in his seat as much as
he could, hoping to place himself outside the trajectory of any
bullet.

But then the other guard intervened and ended a
situation that would otherwise have unavoidably resulted in a
bloodbath. Moving rapidly, he placed both hands on his companion’s
gun and forcibly pointed it down at the floor. A brief struggle
ensued but ended when the driver began shouting at his comrade. The
other man’s eyes then cleared and his face relaxed, and he seemed
to come to his senses. When he did, the driver removed one hand
from the gun and waved at the crowd around them, as though asking
his companion whether he intended to kill all those people with
only nine bullets.

The man looked around himself for several seconds,
nodded in defeat and then relinquished his gun. The driver held it
up in plain view with his thumb and forefinger before deliberately
placing it at his feet. He then repeated the operation with his own
weapon, thus indicating to all those who were watching that they
were now unarmed and inoffensive.

Understanding there was nothing else for them to do,
the driver then unlocked the passenger side door before unlocking
his own. Both doors instantly flew open and the two guards were
grabbed by a dozen hands. They were pulled out of the vehicle
almost too rapidly for the eye to follow, and they were swallowed
by the crowd.

Eager arms then reached inside the vehicle and
unlocked the rear doors, and they too were opened. Looking first to
his left, then to his right, Nathan wondered for the briefest
moment what the protesters would make of this thin, haggard,
sickly-looking foreigner.

They apparently did not know what to make of him,
for they just stared, clearly puzzled and nonplussed. Cross again
looked to his right and to his left, but was only met with blank
stares. His head was spinning and he felt on the verge of fainting.
But then, in a flash of inspiration that could very well have cost
him his life, he uttered three syllables.

"C… I… A…"

The impact was monstrous. Faces lit up with
excitement and a chorus of excited voices erupted as people
discussed amongst themselves. Cross closed his eyes and tilted his
head back to try and keep from fainting. He jumped when he felt
someone tapping him on the left shoulder.

He looked in that direction and found himself
staring at a young, beautiful woman. She was smiling and motioning
at him to get out of the car and follow her. With his chin, he
pointed at this broken ankle and lifted his pant leg to reveal the
wound. She nodded in understanding and yielded her place to two
young men who helped him out of the car as gently as possible,
which wasn’t very much at all.

When he was out of the car and standing, his head
once again began spinning and he would have fallen had the two
young men not caught him. To his amazement a wheelchair was
produced, and they slowly lowered him into it. They then placed a
blanket over his shackled hands and ankles to hide them from
indiscreet eyes, and another over his head to hide his
features.

The students wheeled him away, moving away from the
crowd. Progress was painfully slow at first as they had to zig-zag
between hundreds of on-lookers. But eventually the crowd started
thinning out and they accelerated, until they were almost running.
Cross wondered if perhaps his benefactors might not simply be
taking him to the police, but they had already walked past clusters
of policemen and soldiers without paying them any attention.

After they had gone about a kilometer, they slowed
their pace down to a brisk walk. Nathan looked up from under his
blanket but couldn’t tell where they were, let alone where they
were going. He saw that the young woman he had seen earlier was
walking to his immediate right.

"Where are you taking me?", he asked her in a voice
that sounded dry and weak.

She looked down at him and smiled again.

"Where are we going?", he repeated.

This time she simply shrugged, in a universal
gesture of incomprehension. She spoke no English, and her comrades
didn’t either.

Cursing his non-existent knowledge of Mandarin and
Cantonese, the two languages she might have understood, Cross
racked his brains for the few words he had managed to learn while
working for the Tu-We. His mind was reeling with pain and
exhaustion, which made it almost impossible to concentrate. He
closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, channeling his
remaining energy into one last, seemingly impossible task:
communicating with these people who had, for one reason or another,
saved his life.

"Nar?", he finally said. Where?

The woman looked down at him again, an amused frown
creasing her brow, as though wondering where he had suddenly
learned to speak Mandarin. He was asking where they were going, but
she thought he was simply asking where they were.

So she told him.

"Tian An Men".






Ten years later, somewhere in the Costa Rican
jungle.

The animals knew that something was wrong a full
minute before the humans did.

The rebels were awakened by a sudden, chaotic
concert of screaming monkeys and panicked birds. They rushed out of
their tents, most only half-clothed, some completely naked, but all
bearing at least one weapon or another.

The rumbling came a few moments later but lasted no
more than two or three seconds. The rebels gasped in surprise and
crouched instinctively, as much to keep their balance as to make
themselves into smaller targets for… whatever it was that had
caused the tremor. They looked at one another, not daring to speak,
their faces painted with a mixture of worry and disbelief.

Then, after the trembling had stopped and they felt
it was safe to relax, they straightened up and began discussing
what had just happened in low voices. They knew that government
soldiers were nearby and they didn’t wish to attract any unwanted
attention. The soldiers, too, had to have been awakened by this
strange event.

They fell silent when a young woman emerged from the
darkness and stepped in their midst. Even the animals suddenly
subsided, as though the aura of authority that radiated from her
also applied to them.

"What happened?", she asked, her voice soft but
hard.

"An earthquake, apparently", one of the men
volunteered.

"I doubt it. The tremor only lasted for a couple of
seconds", she said.

"A bomb, then? But I didn’t hear an explosion, so…",
another man suggested.

"It may…"

Her answer was cut short by the sound of footsteps
behind her. The men, their nerves ragged, immediately pointed their
guns in that direction, but she beat them to it. With panther-like
fluidity, she spun around, drew her sidearm and raised it at
shoulder-level in one single movement. When she stopped, her muzzle
was less than five centimeters from the forehead of the
newcomer.

"Jorge", she said after lowering her gun, a note of
alarm in her tone. "You’re bleeding. What happened? Were you
attacked?"

The man wiped the trickle of blood running down his
forehead with the back of his sleeve and smiled, his white teeth
glowing in the darkness.

"No Maria", he said. "I was sitting on a large rock,
keeping watch. When the ground shook, I fell off the rock and hit
my head against a tree. It almost knocked me out, or I’d have been
here sooner to tell you what I saw".

"What? What did you see?", the woman asked
impatiently.

"I’m not sure, but it looked like a giant fireball",
the man said after hesitating for a moment. He knew his
comandante had a very low level of tolerance for
foolishness, and he feared her reaction.

"I think maybe you hit your head too hard, Jorge",
one of the other men joked. The others snickered.

"Hush!", Maria snapped. The men dropped their gazes.
"This fireball he saw was probably a meteorite. A big one, if
enough of it survived to shake the ground the way it did. Did you
see it fall, Jorge? Do you know where it is?"

"Yes", Jorge said. "In that direction, I’d say maybe
three or four kilometers", he added, pointing west. And then,
slitting his eyes, he asked, "Do you intend for us to go find
it?"

"Those things are worth their weight in gold", she
said. "They’ll sell for up to 1,500$ per gram. We will sell it to
some scientist in San Jose. Just think how many blankets that money
will buy for our people".

She paused and looked at the sky. The darkness was
already lightening in the east. Her voice contagious with
enthusiasm, she issued her orders.

"It will be dawn in a couple of hours. Start
breaking camp now, but keep the noise down. We move out at first
light. A fortune just fell from the sky right into our laps,
hombres, and I don’t intend to let anybody steal it from
us".






The People’s Revolutionary Army of Nicaragua – or
PRAN – was nothing short of an anachronism, as it fought for ideals
the rest of the world had long since abandoned. Queried as to the
nature of their beliefs, most of its remaining fighters would have
vaguely referred to "guevarism", without being able to elaborate
further.

Their leader, one Maria Sandoval de la Noche,
sometimes called Black Maria, was on the other hand capable of
astounding feats of eloquence. She was not media-shy and many a
journalist had been ensnared into one of her hours-long sermon on
wealth and poverty, Lenin and Marx, capitalism and communism, or
whatever else she felt like talking about, as long as it had to do
with the numerous poor being exploited by the few rich.

She had a tattoo of Fidel Castro on one shoulder and
one of Ernesto "Che" Guevara on the other. She was said to idealize
the former, whom she saw as an old-school revolutionary who had
been thumbing his nose at Uncle Sam for 40 years, and to have a
girlish crush on the latter. Some peasants in the Nicaraguan
countryside even believed her to be the Che’s illegitimate
daughter, even though the dates didn’t even come close to adding
up. When asked about her father she would simply smile and look
away, leaving the myth to grow and prosper.

Black Maria had run for political office in
Nicaragua five times before turning 30. Each time, she had suffered
a humiliating defeat. Her ideals simply did not resonate with
voters, who preferred more modern-sounding candidates. But each
time, she blamed her defeat on a conspiracy by an establishment
determined to preserve the status quo.

So she had followed in the Che’s footsteps and
headed for the jungle, with a gun in one hand and the books of
Lenin and Marx in her backpack. She had joined the PRAN and risen
rapidly through the ranks, eventually becoming the leader’s lover.
When he was killed in a firefight with government troops, she
assumed the leadership and established her base of operations on
the Costa Rican side of the border, which provided some
protection.

That had been ten years ago, and the PRAN had then
numbered close to 2,000 fighters. Today, it had less than 300. Some
had been killed, of course, but others had refused to take orders
from a woman and left, while others still had slipped away into the
night after growing tired of a life of constant running firefights.
The force was so small – so insignificant, one might say – that the
Nicaraguan government was happy to leave it alone unless it made a
nuisance of itself.

And Maria Sandoval de la Noche had been making a
serious nuisance of herself as of late. The way she saw it, her
army wasn’t only smaller, it was also more mobile and more
discreet, capable of striking here and reappearing there an hour
later. When government troops were sent to look for her, she could
disband her troops in an instant, scattering men in twos and
threes. They would regroup a week later and resume their
activities.

Maria had recently grown tired of fighting the army,
which never seemed to achieve anything. What were a few killed
soldiers to an uncaring government with unlimited resources? On the
other hand, each man she lost, each rifle, was severely felt. Her
men were also becoming demoralized, wondering why they should stay
and fight when so many others had left and nobody seemed to care
anymore.

So, one morning, Maria had what she considered to be
an epiphany. She had assembled her men and announced they were
going on a raid. All had assumed she meant to attack another police
station or army barracks. But instead she had led them to an
undefended, unguarded shoe manufacture. They had thought her crazy
at first, but following her orders, they had seized control of the
place without firing a single shot. They made off with two
truckloads of shoes of all sizes, which were later given away to
peasants.

In the past three months her troops had stolen
clothes, flour, furniture, carpets, even animal food and
redistributed it all freely to those she felt were in need. Word of
her generosity spread throughout the country like wildfire. Soon,
people of all classes, even those who had never been helped
directly by the PRAN, were clamoring for those goods to be made
readily available to them at a reasonable price. Government claims
of shortages and supply problems began to ring hollow when,
apparently, Maria and her boys could procure those goods at will.
Most people became convinced that the government was simply
hoarding those goods in order to create an artificial shortage and
keep prices high.

Maria was intelligent enough to realize that the
PRAN was only making things worse by emptying warehouses of
products destined for store shelves, but that wasn’t her objective.
She wanted people to come to believe that they were entitled to a
decent life, and that the government had a responsibility to
provide for them. Her actions, which she had planned to be very
short-lived, aimed to provoke a social upheaval which would force
the government to do more to help those who had elected it. And it
seemed to be working.

But a side-effect of her actions had also been, to
her absolute dismay, the birth of the legend of Black Maria, failed
politician and revolutionary dinosaur. She and the PRAN were now
notorious. Many a young man who had never even picked up a gun
would now claim to run with her in order to impress a member of the
opposite sex. Posters of her alongside Che Guevera and Zapatista
leader Comandante Marcos had begun to appear. Some people had also
begun talking about drafting her to run for President.

She knew that a fame such as the one they had
unwittingly achieved could only spell trouble. And it had. The
government, understandably feeling threatened and under pressure
from the country’s industrialists, had ordered the army to find and
crush the PRAN once and for all. They were being portrayed as
vulgar thieves by the official press, to prepare the population for
their eventual – and probably highly unpopular – demise.

Vulnerable warehouses were also becoming
increasingly difficult to find, as most companies now hired guards
to protect their interests. Maria refused to let her troops engage
any security personnel, knowing that a single death could ruin
everything she was on her way to achieving.

So, hounded by government troops and bereft of
suitable targets, she and her army had retreated deep inside the
jungle, hoping to disappear for a while. She saw it as a strategic
pullback, one during which they would do their utmost to be
forgotten, only to reappear even stronger a few months down the
road. Those of her men who had wanted to go home she had allowed to
do so, knowing she could trust their discretion. She, too, longed
to go visit her son, who was staying with her brother, but she
didn’t have the heart to leave the dozen men who were still with
her because they had nowhere else to go.

It was these men that she now led through the
jungle, as they searched for the meteorite. Jorge was walking at
the head of the column, slashing left and right with his heavy
machete, clearing a path for the others through the dense foliage.
It was a thankless job in this heat and humidity, and Jorge paused
often to gulp from his canteen and brush off the dead vegetation
that clung to his clothes.

"How will we know it when we see it?", the man
walking behind Maria whispered in her ear.

"You just will", she answered curtly.

They had been walking for close to four hours, and
progress was slow. Still, she felt they had to be near. Jorge had a
compass in his head and was never lost. If he said that this was
where he had seen the meteorite hit the ground, then that was where
it had to be.

But as it turned out, on that particular day,
Jorge’s compass was off. Not by a lot, merely a few hundred yards,
but enough for them to walk by their objective and never even see
it. They would have missed it completely had it not been for
Maria’s keen sense of observation.

She raised her left fist and stopped dead in her
tracks, signaling her men to do the same. They stopped and looked
around, suddenly wary. But Maria wasn’t looking around. She was
looking up.

In a tree some twenty meters ahead was a colony of
monkeys. The colony was in an uproar because one of its members, a
small female, had returned with something they had never seen
before. The entire colony, it now appeared, was chasing the small
female through the branches to steal this object from her, and she
was doing her best to elude them. She would jump from branch to
branch, stopping just long enough to take stock of her opposition,
and be on the move again, jumping to another branch, only to be
tracked down again after a few seconds.

Her display of aerial acrobatics was all the more
impressive in that she stubbornly refused to let go of this object,
which meant she had to make do with one less limb. Maria pulled out
her binoculars and trained them on the animal, trying to see
exactly just what it was it had in its possession that was in such
high demand.

The object in question looked to be made of dark,
shiny plastic. It was about 45 centimeters long by 30 centimeters
wide, with a myriad of multicolored wires sticking out both its
ends. It had clearly once been part of a much larger structure.

"Listen up", Maria told her men after putting the
binoculars away. "Go out in teams of two and look around. That
monkey over there has a piece of whatever it was that Jorge saw
come down, so we have to be right on top of it. Report here in 10
minutes."

"The monkey has a piece of our meteorite?", the same
man as before asked before slapping at a mosquito.

"We’re not looking for a meteorite anymore", she
told them. Then, anticipating the next question, she added, "I
don’t know what it is, but I’ll tell you this: it’s got to be even
more valuable than that space rock would have been. Move out!"

They found the crash site about 200 yards to the
east. First they found another, larger piece that had clearly come
from the same structure, then another, then another, until there
were simply too many for them to keep kicking up, so they just left
them there. Then, suddenly, the wind brought them the smell of
burnt plastic and charred vegetation, and they knew they were
near.

Maria and her men just stared at the spectacle
displayed before them. The crater was ten meters deep by fifty
meters wide, and a few small fires still burned around its edges.
Tree trunks too thick to wrap your arms around had been snapped
like matches, while others had had most of their foliage
incinerated. They could also see scores of dead animals, birds and
small monkeys mostly, that had been killed by the blast as they
slept.

But mostly the area was covered with debris.
Whatever had crashed here had been pulverized, with pieces of all
sizes dispersed inside a radius of at least one hundred meters. At
the bottom of the crater were several larger pieces, one of which
looked like a rack with glass cylinders. The cylinders appeared to
have all been smashed to pieces by the impact, but it was still
apparent that they had all – at one point – been linked by a
complex system of tubes and wires.

"What… what is it?", Jorge asked.

"I don’t know", Maria answered after a second. "I
don’t have a clue".

"Then… what are we going to do?"

"Well, for one thing, we didn’t come all this way
for nothing", she said. "So here it is: I want us out of here in
ten minutes. Whoever this belonged to is bound to come looking for
it, and I don’t want to be here when they show up. So make the most
of those ten minutes. Guillermo and Tomas, keep an eye out for
trouble. The rest, look around and grab anything that doesn’t look
too damaged and that’ll fit in your packs. We can sort it out
later. Go!"

Ten minutes later they melted back into the jungle,
leaving behind them the smoking remains of another man’s dream.

 


At a secret location, ten months
earlier.

 


Never before in his entire life had Martin
Gilford felt so much out of place. In this room were gathered some
of the most powerful men the industrial world had to offer. Between
them they must have been worth billions of dollars, and Martin
doubted that, between them, there wasn't a single country in the
world in which they didn’t do business. What he was doing here, he
could only wonder.

Some faces he could put a name on, some
others he couldn't. For example, across the table from him and a
little to the left, sat Timothy Bradley, head of one of the largest
biochemical conglomerates in the world. Next to Bradley he
recognized Lawrence "Larry" Minsch, whom he knew was the president
of the largest firm of aeronautical engineers in North America. And
next to Minsch sat a man whom he also recognized but couldn't quite
place, but whom he remembered had once been introduced to him as
"doctor"... something.

Gilford doubted very much that any of these
men knew who he himself was. At 58, he was president of A.O.T.W.
('Round The World) TRANSPORT, and the company's motto - "We Can
Take Anything Anywhere" - just about said it all: they could help
your aunt Thelma move from Boston to New Zealand as easily as you
move your furniture around in your living room.

The company had been founded by Martin's
grandfather almost sixty years ago and Martin took over after the
old man suffered a devastating stroke, his own father having been
killed when he was still very young. One of 'Round The World's
specialties was specialized movings. It could take a 20-story
building apart brick by brick, room by room and floor by floor,
move it 10,000 miles away, and then put it back together brick by
brick, room by room and floor by floor. However, this activity
accounted for less than 1% of the company's business every year.
For some reason, people weren't all that interested in taking a
20-story building on a trek half way around the world.

The whole situation was very unnerving, and
Martin could feel his heart beating just a bit too fast in his
chest. If this kept up, he was bound to end up having another
angina attack before the evening was over. He was somewhat
relieved, however, to see that the other participants to whatever
this was supposed to be didn't seem to be a hell of a lot more
comfortable than he was. Larry Minsch had just put out his eleventh
cigarette of the evening, Tim Bradley was busily examining the back
of his left hand, and that other guy he knew but couldn't name was
sweating profusely.

Martin knew that, for his part, the way in
which he had been called and then taken to this meeting, for lack
of a better word, played a great part in his being so nervous.

At 9AM sharp that very morning, a letter had
been delivered to his office. That he had been there at all to
receive it had been one huge coincidence in itself, as he usually
began each day by paying hommage to a tradition instituted by his
grandfather, namely going down to the warehouse where where the
trucks were parked to have his first coffee of the day and chew the
fat with whoever happened to be there at the time.

Being something of a mechanic himself, he
would then pick a couple of trucks at random and give them a
complete look-over, checking brakes and fluids and steering, making
sure that everything was in order. And since everything usually
wasn't, he very rarely walked into his office before lunch.

That morning, however, he had decided to
forgo the tradition and go straight to his office. As of late, work
had been piling up on his desk and now threatened to submerge him
for good if he didn't do something about it soon. The letter,
clearly identified in his name and bearing the inscription
EXTREMELY CONFIDENTIAL in large red letters, arrived less than five
minutes later and was handed to him by his secretary, the
ever-faithful and efficient Harriet, after she had taken a puzzled
and clearly intrigued look at it.

Just as puzzled and intrigued, Martin opened
it immediately. It contained a simple sheet of regular white paper
on which a very short message had been neatly typed:

 


MR. GILFORD,

 


A LIMOUSINE WILL PICK YOU UP TONIGHT AT 6PM
SHARP TO TAKE YOU TO A LOCATION WHICH MUST REMAIN SECRET FOR THE
TIME BEING. PLEASE DO NOT BE ALARMED AND FEEL FREE TO TAKE WHATEVER
SECURITY MEASURES YOU THINK ARE APPROPRIATE, SHORT OF ALERTING THE
POLICE. I GIVE YOU MY PERSONAL WORD THAT YOU HAVE ABSOLUTELY
NOTHING TO FEAR.

JKG

 


Martin read and re-read the message a dozen
times, instantly forgetting all the work that awaited him and for
which he had come in this morning. Under any other circumstances,
he would have simply torn the letter in two and thrown it away
without giving it another thought. But this was special.

He spun his chair around and raised the
letter to the light coming in from the window behind him. As he was
now beginning to suspect, this wasn't a simple sheet of regular
white paper after all: in the paper were embossed the same three
initials - JKG - as the ones with which the letter had been signed.
That made it official: the letter had come from Jeremiah K.
Gladstone, and what Gladstone wanted with him he could but
wonder.

What Gladstone wanted, period, that everybody
knew: to make as much money as possible before he passed away. As
far as anybody knew, Jeremiah K. Gladstone wasn't president,
C.E.O., let alone owner, of anything. His only known address was a
P.O. Box somewhere in Montana, of all places, at that was about all
that was known of the man. That didn't keep him from making the
FORBES 500 list every year and from wielding way too much power for
the taste of many individuals.

And that power just about ensured that what
Mr. Gladstone wanted, Mr. Gladstone got. And if Mr. Gladstone
wanted to meet with Martin Gilford, 58, head of 'Round The World
TRANSPORT, tonight at 6 at a "location which must remain secret for
the time being", then Martin Gilford was going to be there. No
sense in uselessly crossing Mr. Gladstone.

In fact, no point in crossing Mr. Gladstone,
period.

He hadn't felt the need to take any of the
security precautions the letter had mentioned. Well, almost. He
warned his wife that he would be coming home somewhat later than
usual, made sure that the battery of the cellular phone he had with
him at all time was fully charged and, for the first time in a long
while, put the .38 he usually kept in his top right drawer in his
briefcase after making sure that it was loaded. That done, he felt
as safe as he could possibly expect to short of hiring a squad of
bodyguards to escort him.

Short, he reminded himself, of simply
ignoring the whole thing and going home to his wife's dinner. The
thought that the whole thing might be a hoax, and a dangerous one
at that, had obviously crossed his mind. However, the JKG-embossed
paper seemed to indicate this was all on the up-and-up.
Furthermore, Mr. Gladstone was extremely well-known, and not only
within industrial or commercial circles; the power he wielded was
also very well-known and feared in a way that Martin guessed must
resemble the way Merlin's might had been feared back when Arthur
was king of England: a hard nugget of truth covered with several
generous layers of myth, hearsay and superstition. And just like
Merlin, Gladstone hadn't gone through any trouble to dissolve those
layers.

Martin Gilford believed that even crooks
wouldn't be foolish enough to use Gladstone's name for their dark
purposes. Using that of Donald Trump, for example, would have been
just as effective, and a hell of a lot less dangerous. Should Mr.
Gladstone learn that his name had been used in some criminal
scheme, and learn of it he undoubtedly would, the criminals
responsible would pay very dearly for their foolish audacity. Even
if they somehow managed to slip by the official autorities, they
would never, should they live to be 700 years old, escape from
Gladstone. The man was said to be as persistent and vindictive as a
rabid pitbull; but then again, that might just have been some part
of that myth...

So, when the limousine showed up just as the
hands on Martin's watch split the face evenly from top to bottom,
he climbed aboard with some confidence in the world. He thought
about asking the driver where they were going, but the look on the
man's face had told him that a rock might be more talkative, so he
hadn't bothered.

The limo's windows were tinted black, as such
windows are bound to be, so that nobody outside the car could see
what was going on inside. The limousine started rolling smoothly,
and they drove around for about twenty minutes. Not having much to
do, Martin checked once again to see that his cellular phone wasn't
dead and, trying to be as discrete as possible, opened his
briefcase on his lap to check his gun. He thought about using his
phone to call his wife to let her know where he was and what was
happening, but finally decided against it as it would have served
little purpose other than worrying her sick.

The limousine finally stopped along the
sidewalk, and the driver came around rapidly to open his door.
Stepping out, Martin saw that he had been taken to a non-descript
building in the business part of town.

"Twelfth floor", the driver simply stated
before closing the door.

Martin looked at the man but only got a
vacant stare in return. He looked back at the building and, taking
a deep breath, walked in through the heavy glass doors. He stopped
in the hallway and went to check a directory of the building's
tenants to see just who did business on the twelfth floor. He
wasn't overly surprised to discover that, as far as the directory
was concerned, there wasn't anybody on the twelfth floor.

He looked around once more but the hallway
was completely deserted. Looking behind him, he saw through the
glass doors that both driver and limousine were gone. A police car
drove by with its lights flashing and its sirens wailing and was
lost from sight.

"At least it's not coming here", Martin
whispered to himself.

He spotted the elevators and started to walk
in their direction, in the process walking by a deserted security
post, which for some reason made him uncomfortable.

Two of the three elevators had their doors
wide open, as if awaiting him, but they were completely dark, and
Martin understood that they were not meant to be used; not tonight,
anyway. He pressed the "Up" button and the doors of the third
elevator opened immediately. One man stepped out and greeted him
after taking but a brief glance at him.

"This way, Mr. Gilford", the man said,
indicating the waiting elevator with his left hand in an inviting
gesture.

Martin nodded and entered the elevator where
he was greeted by a second individual.

"Your briefcase, please, sir", the man
promptly asked, extending his hand.

The first man entered the cage too and the
doors closed behind him. The elevator immediately started its trip
to the twelfth floor. Martin was a bit thrown by this turn of
events but, sensing that he didn't have much of a choice, he handed
the man his briefcase.

Both men had the clean-cut look of men who
should be in this line of work. As far as Martin could tell, they
had both shaved less than ten minutes ago and gotten a haircut that
very morning. They were dressed in plain, sober suits and seemed to
be all business. They were also very cordial and polite,
apparently, but cordial and polite the way the President's security
men are cordial and polite when they fear for their boss' life.

We're gonna say please and thank you and
call you sir, their whole demeanour said, but you damn
better do what we ask if you don't wanna end up face first on the
floor with one of us standing between your shoulders and both arms
twisted out of their sockets.

The first man quickly frisked him while the
second opened the briefcase. Both gun and phone were found and
rapidly confiscated, and the men also took his watch, his wallet
and his wedding ring. It had all taken less than ten seconds.

So much for his security measures.

"We apologize for the inconvenience, sir",
the first man apologized. "Everything will be returned to you...
later. These are simply security precautions."

"The gun I understand, but the phone and the
watch and the ring...?", Martin said in a bewildered tone.

"The phone could be a bomb, we have no way of
knowing here and now. As for your ring and your watch, plastic
explosives can be molded to take any shape or form", the first man,
who seemed to be in charge, quickly explained.

"A bomb? Why in the name of..."

He didn't get a chance to finish his
sentence, as the elevator came to a halt and the doors behind him
opened.

"Right this way, sir", Man #1 said.

Martin was lead through a maze of barren and
deserted corridors that, somehow, ended in the room where he was
now sitting. He had been the last to arrive, and not a word had
been spoken since. That had been, he thought, over fifteen minutes
ago, but he had no way of knowing since his watch had been
taken.

How Gladstone had been able to gather them
all in this room tonight, Martin didn't know, but he was
nonetheless impressed. He looked at each man again, and this time
noticed that some seemed to be tired as well as nervous. Just as
though they had been flying a lot as of late and jetlag was just
now starting to show.

The room in which they were now assembled was
very handsomely decorated, quite a contrast with the empty and cold
corridors he had been led through the get here. There was plush
carpeting on the floor and the walls were covered with wood
panelling that looked too real to be an imitation. The lighting was
soft and diffuse, and each one of the chairs was large enough and
comfortable enough to have accomodated two men.

They were all sitting around a large,
rectangular mahogany table. At one end of the table a computer
terminal had been set up, and they could see that it was linked to
a projector aimed at a screen hung on the wall behind it. When the
equipment was turned on, everybody would be able to see on the
screen what the computer operator was seeing and doing.

Martin heard the elevator doors open again
somewhere in the distance and footsteps, reverberated and amplified
by the empty corridors, were heard. They all knew who was coming;
after all, there were only two chairs left unoccupied around the
table, and one was clearly reserved for the computer operator. Who
the last one was meant for was obvious.

Jeremiah Kenneth Gladstone entered the room
and took his seat without sparing any one of them so much as a
glance. He was accompanied by six men: three were relatively young,
two were the security guards he had met earlier and the sixth
looked like a right-hand guy of some type.

The two security guards positioned themselves
on both sides of the room, and the right-hand man stood near the
door. One of the young men went to sit at the computer, flipped a
couple of switches, punched a few keys, and the screen on the wall
flashed a few times before settling on a off-color of green and
purple. Gladstone didn't say a word, still didn't look at anyone,
but Martin couldn't take his eyes off him.

All the man’s hair, along with his eyebrows,
eyelashes and other facial hair, had been burned off in a failed
attempt on his life - the bomb had produced plenty of heat but
virtually no shrapnel - a long time ago and had never grown back.
The explosion had also left his face somewhat scarred, although not
as much as one might have expected. That gave him a most peculiar
appearance that inspired either fear, respect or disgust, depending
on one's intestinal fortitude.

Still, his face's most noticeable feature
were his blue-grey eyes that seemed to see right through your soul.
In fact, it might be more accurate to speak of his blue-grey eye,
singular, as the left one had been lost in the explosion. That had
earned him the nickname The Eye - much like Fidel Castro is
referred to as The Beard by his opponents - but, obviously, nobody
ever called him that to his face.

When Gladstone walked in the room, the
already high tension increased a notch. The computer operator
ceased whatever he had been doing and awaited instructions;
everybody knew that all their questions were about to be answered,
which made them even more nervous.

Gladstone nodded curtly, almost
imperceptibly, and the computer operator punched a key. And with
that, all the lights on their floor went out.

"Gentlemen, let me begin by thanking you all
for taking the time to come here tonight", someone said. At first,
Martin wasn't exactly sure who had spoken, but he soon relalized
that it could only be one man. Then, he smiled when he realized
that what the Eye had just said implied that they all had had a
choice as to whether to come or not.

"As you all probably know", he went on, "I am
in one business and one business only, that of making money. A very
large part of being successful in such a business rests on knowing
who to surround oneself with; if you call upon the wrong people to
perform certain tasks, or if you put your trust into the wrong
hands, you will never be successful in anything you do. Having said
that, I believe that my track record in this matter speaks for
itself. If you are here tonight, it is because I need your help in
what has to be the biggest enterprise I have ever undertaken; if
you are here tonight, it is because I trust that our collaboration
can make us all very wealthy men."

"Or rather… wealthier", he added after a
pause, almost as an afterthought.

Gladstone then stopped, allowing time for his
last phrase to sink in all the way. He knew that all eyes were now
riveted on him and that he could afford to remain silent for as
long as he wished, that nobody would dare speak up before he was
completely finished.

He also knew that the way the light from the
screen played on his face increased the effect of his words a
thousandfold; Martin doubted very much that it was all accidental.
Somehow, nothing ever seemed to be left up to chance with this man.
Seeing the Eye in this light, meeting him for the first time in
this setting, under these circumstances, Martin could now better
understand how the man had acquired almost mythical status.

"What you are now about to hear is extremely
confidential and not a word of it is to be leaked to anyone, not
even your family or closest friends. As I have already mentioned,
it concerns an undertaking which has the potential of making us all
wealthy beyond our wildest dreams. However, as is usually the case
with such ventures, it is also quite risky and potentially
dangerous. That is all I can tell you for now. If you are
uncomfortable with what you have just heard, I would ask you to
leave the room immediately and forget you were ever here."

For the briefest moment, Martin was tempted
to take Gladstone up on his offer and just walk away from this
mysterious, shady business. Tthere were persistant rumors that the
Eye would stop at nothing to make a buck, and that he was little
concerned with whether or not what he was doing was legal. Martin
was now beginning to think that this was just such a venture, and
he wanted no part in it. His grandfather had worked too damn hard
to put this business together for him to risk it in some enterprise
he didn't know the first thing about.

He knew perfectly well that, should things go
wrong, Jeremiak K. Gladstone wouldn't go down with the rest of
them. He would escape unscathed, and they would all be left holding
the bag. Gladstone would swear he had known nothing, his name
wouldn't appear on any of the paperwork, and he would produce a
dozen witnesses whe would swear that, on this very night, he had
been on some tropical island 5,000 miles away.

With all that in mind, Martin's feet started
to move to take him out of the room, but then he made them stop
when he realized that he was the only one getting ready to leave.
Surely Bradley, Minsch and that doctor whose name he couldn't
remember could also see how very dangerous this was. Surely they
all wanted no part in it anymore than he did. Surely they too
should have been getting ready to leave. But then, why weren't
they?

That's when the answer struck him: leaving
would have been even more dangerous than staying.

Anyone who left would in fact be telling
Gladstone, "I don't trust you and I don' t want to be part of any
of your money-making schemes. So you just take your mysteries and
shove them, I'm outta here." And anyone foolish enough to do such a
thing would be out of business in less than two months; when
Jeremiah K. Gladstone asks you to do something, you do it, whether
it pleases you or not.

Martin then understood that, when he had
received the letter that morning, his fate had already been sealed,
his participation enlisted beyond the shadow of a doubt. It had
also been the case with all the other men around the table; the
difference was that they all had known it right from the start,
while Martin was just now grasping the reality and the enormity of
it.

Understanding it didn't mean that he liked it
any better, but it meant that he now knew that he didn't have a
choice, that he never really had had one. He started sweating a
little bit and, for the first time in a very long while, he began
praying, asking his grandfather's departed soul to guide him
through this minefield. He let himself fall back in his chair and
tried to relax.

He didn't like risking his company's future,
but if he was going to have to do it, he had better start paying
damn good attention to what was being said.

"Glad you decided to stay, Mr. Gilford", the
Eye simply said, chillingly, as though he knew perfectly well what
had been going on inside Martin's mind. Martin simply stared at
him, mesmerized. "Mr. Chang, please proceed."

The computer operator punched a few more keys
and an animated picture of LISSA appeared on the screen.

Right from the start, the International Space
Station Alpha (ISSA) had been a darling of the news media. Its
picture had been plastered across the front of every major
newspaper and magazine in the world, shown on every single news
broadcast, with the result that it was now one of the best-known
man-made structures in the world, right up there with the Great
Wall of China, the Sphinx and the Taj Mahal. Just about anyone
seeing it recognized it instantly.

All the hype surrounding its construction
had, for once, been more than justified. It had been completed four
months ahead of schedule and, even more impressive, tens of
millions of dollars under budget. Its completion had been heralded
as marking the beginning of a brand new era of international
cooperation and understanding, an era that would see the human race
spread its tentacles across the solar system and perhaps even
beyond. In short, ISSA had become a symbol of what men can
accomplish when they work together instead of against one
another.

Then, one day, a typographical error in TIME
magazine had given the International Space Station Alpha a brand
new identity: instead of calling it ISSA, as had up until there
been the case, the story had called it LISSA, and for some reason
the name had stuck. The "L" in the acronym didn't stand for
anything, but that hardly mattered: the world had a new love, and
its name was LISSA.

"Six weeks ago", one of the men who
accompanied Gladstone said, moving towards the screen, "a major and
unexpected solar flare flooded LISSA with dangerously high levels
of radiation, and the station had to be evacuated. Since no space
shuttle was docked at the time, all the scientists aboard at the
time had to use old Soyouz lifeboats to escape. All are currently
in hospital recuperating, except one Finnish scientist who died
from the massive dose of radiation she received."

The man stated that a scientist had lost her
life just as casually as he would have stated the she had broken a
nail. He seemed to feel no emotion, and that sent a chill down
Martin's back.

"All the experiments these scientists had
been conducting obviously had to be left behind, as the scientists
had but minutes to evacuate the station. All were destroyed or
irreparably damaged by the radiation. All, but one.

"A team of NASA scientists had been
conducting a routine experiment on the crystallization of protein
molecules in zero-gravity. This kind of experiment is conducted, as
I just mentioned, on a fairly regular basis and has been around for
almost twenty years now. When they returned to the station a month
ago, the scientists were convinced that their experiment would have
been destroyed, just like all the others were. This was not the
case.

"Instead, they discovered that the radiation
had caused free radicals to form in the solution, and that they in
turn had caused the protein to crystallize into something entirely
new. The crystal which had thus been accidentally created was
larger than a protein crystal usually is, and its internal
structure was different from anything anyone had ever seen."

Mr. Chang punched a new key and on the screen
appeared something that looked like two pyramids stacked bottom to
bottom. They were obviously looking at a computer-recreation and
-animation of the crystal. As it floated in mid-air on the screen
and rotated on its axis; its size was hard to judge, but they could
see that it was semi-transparent in color.

"So that you better understand what I am
about to say, I must now give you a very brief chemistry lesson. It
is possible to create a protein crystal right here on Earth; one
definitely does not need to go into outer-space to do so. The
problem with crystals created down here instead of up there is that
gravitation causes these crystals' internal structure to be
imperfect. Imagine, if you will, this internal structure as looking
like an opera house: all the rows are perfectly aligned, and no
seats are missing."

Taking his cue, Chang made the inside of an
opera house appear on the screen. Just as the speaker had
described, all the rows were perfectly aligned and not a single
seat was missing. But then, as he continued speaking, some seats
began to disappear and the alignment of the rows became strangely
distorted.

"In a crystal grown on Earth, gravitation
causes some of these rows to be misaligned and some of the seats to
be missing. A crystal grown in space isn't afflicted with any of
these defects and is thus of much better quality.

"In this particular case, what actually
happened in space is that the radiation caused the original protein
to mutate and become something entirely new; this new protein is
called beta-morphozyme. After mutating, the protein simply
crystallized, as the experiment orginally called for it to do, and
created this new type of protein crystal. That was discovered only
two weeks ago, but it can already be said that this crystal will
bring about as big a revolution as the invention of electricity
did."

The man then stopped for effect, a trick he
had apparently learned from his boss. When he resumed speaking,
silence was so complete that one could have heard a pin drop on the
carpet.

"Preliminary study of the crystal has
determined that its structure and composition should allow it to
store more information than all of the Pentagon's computers put
together, times five. We also believe that the crystal, if used in
combination..."

"How do you know all this?", the doctor asked
suddenly, interrupting the speaker. "If this crystal is capable of
doing what you say it can do, there's no way in hell NASA would
ever tell you or anyone about it."

The speaker seemed taken a bit off-guards by
the question, even though he must have known that the men he was
talking to weren't children who would gullibly gobble up everything
he said, accepting everything as the truth simply because he stated
it to be so.

The man looked at his boss, but got no help
from him. The Eye was a marble statue, and only the slight movement
of his chest caused by his breathing indicated that he was still
alive. The speaker opened his mouth to reply, but got no
further.

"Information is a commodity, doctor Jackson",
Gladstone finally said. "And like all commodities, it can be
purchased for the right price. Continue with the presentation."

For a moment, Martin believed that the doctor
was actually going to say something else, but then he apparently
thought better of it, swallowed, and sat back in his chair. The Eye
had declared the conversation over.

"As I was saying, we believe that this
crystal, when used in combination with the first generation of
biomolecular computers, will create machines capable of incredible
feats.

"In biomolecular computers, fundamental logic
operations are carried out by individual molecules; each molecule
is doing one separate little piece of computational work, as
opposed to needing the whole big mixture to do only one piece of
work. In addition, the moving parts in most biomolecular computers
are atoms and molecules, which are quite a bit heavier than the
electrons which do the moving in regular computers. As a result,
individual operations are slower in a biomolecular computer, but it
will overall be much, much faster because so many operations are
being done at once. Such computers will have the potential of
performing an astronomical number of operations at once.

"We believe that the computer will interact
with pieces of the protein molecule on the surface of the crystal.
In other words, groups of atoms in the computer would interlock
with groups of atoms on the surface of the crystal, like pieces of
a jigsaw puzzle fitting together. This would result in pushing or
pulling part of the protein crystal in one direction or another,
causing it to change its internal shape slightly. It would in turn
affect neighboring molecules, and a chain reaction would ensue,
like dominoes falling. This should allow very complex sorts of
information processing to take place.

"That, by itself, would make the crystal
priceless. But that's not all: we also have serious reasons to
believe that, through the use of lasers - in fact through the use
of a technology quite similar to the one used to read CDs - it
would be possible to copy the entire contents of a human brain into
this crystal, and then retrieve the information the same way. In
short, whoever's brain was copied into the crystal, would in some
fashion become immortal. The human being will die and decay; the
crystal will not.

"Imagine, if you will, for a moment, how
incredibly valuable it would be today to have an intact,
fully-functional copy of Albert Einstein's brain. Imagine if only
we had been able to literally create a duplicate of his brain
before his death."

The man stopped again and took a sip of water
from a glass which had been placed on the table in front of him.
Martin, for one, barely noticed that the presentation had come to a
halt, so amazed was he by what he had just heard.

He had flunked chemistry back in Grade 9, and
that was the last he had heard from it and it from him. As far as
computers went, he knew how to turn on his PC and click a mouse,
and that was about it. Yet, he had no trouble imagining what such a
crystal, if it did indeed exist and work properly, would mean to
the world.

He still didn't understand what he was doing
here, what his role in all this was, but he had a feeling that he
was soon going to find out.

"As incredible as all this may sound", the
man said, as though answering Martin's earlier unspoken question,
"I can assure you that, as far as we all know..."

"Stop right there", the doctor interrupted
again. Apparently, he was the only one with enough guts to ask out
loud what all the others were thinking. "Do you honestly expect us
to believe that, after only two weeks, you've already been able to
determine all of what you have just said?"

"I can only...", the man began to reply.

"And that's not all", the doctor continued.
"Do you also expect us to believe that, by some accident or act of
God or whatever, an artificial brain has finally been created,
something scientists have been working on for thirty years?"

"Doctor", the Eye finally, and simply, said.
The two men stared at each other for a moment, and in the end the
doctor yielded, raising his hands and nodding slightly.

"To answer your questions, doctor", the
speaker resumed. "NASA has been studying the crystal around the
clock since it got its hands on it, and so have we. They have three
teams of crack scientists studying it in eight-hour shifts, and our
own men check and double-check their results. But, as I mentioned
earlier, these are only preliminary results; the possibility exists
that, in time, it will be discovered that this crystal is no more
useful than any other regular crystal. However, we firmly believe
that further study will confirm these findings; if we did not, none
of us would be here tonight."

"None of us are, Tyler", the Eye said
softly.

"Right, of course, sir", the man quickly
amended. He waited to see if his boss wanted to add something, but
he apparently didn't. "Now, to answer your second question. This
crystal isn't an artificial brain by any stretch of the
imagination. Rather, it is a device which has the potential of
being able to store the contents of a brain; in its present form,
it is incapable of using this information without the assistance of
a biomolecular computer. And I’m not even suggesting that this
‘brain’ would possess any level of ‘consciousness’."

"Why is NASA in such a rush to study the
crystal?", someone then asked. This time, it wasn't the doctor, but
Larry Minsch who had spoken. "They have the only sample in the
world, and I'm guessing that they don't know that you know that
they have it, so what's the hurry?"

"An excellent question", Tyler said, "and one
that interests us more than you think. You see, this crystal, in
its present form, is completely useless. Since it was created
entirely by accident, a small fault in its internal structure
prevents it from being able to do what we think it will be able to
do once this small defect has been fixed. A detailed analysis of
its structure will enable us to reverse-engineer it and create a
new, defect-free one. That's the crystal we're interested in.

"For now, the only way for us to create a new
crystal is to re-create the exact conditions in which the original
crystal was created. This means that we need to send into space a
solution of liquid and the original protein used by
NASA… »

« No you don’t », the doctor
interrupted again. « Emissions such as the ones generated by a
solar flare can be recreated in a lab down here on Earth. There’s
no need to go into outer space for that and hope that a new solar
flare happens! »

« On the contrary, doctor, there’s all
the need in the world », Tyler explained patiently.
« First of all, as you well know, solar flares produce
radiation across the entire electromagnetic spectrum and while all
of these have been produced in the laboratory, it has not been
possible to reproduce the specific conditions on the Sun and,
therefore, a solar flare in the laboratory. Also, as unlikely as it
may be, we cannot ignore the possibility that a yet-unknown type of
radiation produced in flares might be responsible for the
mutation.»

« Still, I’m sure… »

« Second of all », Tyler went on,
an evil mixture of defiance and arrogance in his eyes, «and perhaps
most importantly, these crystals must be created in the total
absence of gravity. Tell me, doctor, do you know of any place on
Earth where microgravity can be achieved? »

The doctor opened his mouth as if to reply
something, but then closed it and simply shook his head. Tyler
nodded, a thin smile on his lips, and resumed his presentation:

« As I was saying, then, we must send
into space a solution of liquid and the original protein used by
NASA and then control the mutation process by adding at the correct
time the proper amount of scavenger molecules. This should enable
the new type of protein crystal to be created and then
crystallize."

"That's not so hard", Larry Minsch
argued.

"No it's not. The hard part in all this is
the timing. As you'll remember, a major solar flare is at the root
of all this. The problem is that our solution needs to be in space
exactly when a solar flare occurs; and since solar flares are
harder to predict than Milton Berle's next erection..."

Tyler suddenly stopped and looked at
Gladstone, apparently afraid that his boss might not approve of his
last comparison, which had probably simply slipped out. When the
Eye didn't react, Tyler took another sip from his glass and
resumed.

"However, there is some evidence that major
solar flares such as the one we're interested in happen more
frequently at a 154-day interval, give or take a week. Since the
last one occured some 45 days ago, we think the next one is likely
to occur between 102 and 116 days from now. In other words, we need
to be in space less than four months from now.

"That, mister Minsch, is why NASA is in such
a rush to study the crystal. They need to determine whether or not
it is worth it to attempt creating a new one. They don't have the
luxury of time any more than we do. If a solar flare happens four
months from now, then we might count on another 154-day cycle until
the next one. But if one doesn't, then God only knows when the next
one will be. That's a chance we simply can't take, and neither can
NASA. That's what the hurry is all about."

What Tyler had just announced, in fact, was
that they would all be engaging NASA in a race to the stars. And he
had done it just as casually as he had announced that the Finnish
scientist had died from her exposure to radiation. Seemingly,
nothing much fazed this man, other than the risk of displeasing his
boss.

"The first one to get his hands on a perfect
crystal can then patent it and own all the rights to it, or simply
sell it to the highest bidder. Can you imagine how much an
egotistical maniac like Saddam Hussein would be prepared to pay to
ensure that the contents of his brain were preserved for eternity?
We can't even begin to estimate how much such a crystal will be
worth, but your guesses are as good as ours.

"Let me remind you once again that the
crystal NASA currently has in hand is worthless. They too need to
create a new one. If they don't, we have nothing to worry about. If
they do, chances are they will patent it and then study it. If we
have our own sample of the crystal, we might not be able to patent
it, but we'll still be able to sell it. It's really a no-risk
situation."

"Assuming we can be in space in time for the
next solar flare, assuming that there is another flare and assuming
the crystal we end up with is functional", the doctor said.

"Of course", Tyler conceded.

"Question is, how do we go to space?"

"It is actually a lot simpler than you might
imagine. We've had people studying this aspect of the project for
several days now, and they have come up with a solution which is
both simple and efficient. It is a little known fact that just
about anybody can buy a rocket and launch it, provided they go
through proper channels and have the expertise to do so. Our first
idea was to purchase a Titan rocket and tip it with a COMET orbital
capsule. However, the use of American hardware posed two serious
problems.

"First of all, even though it is of much
better quality, it is also up to 25% more expensive than anything
else on the market. A Titan rocket alone can cost up to 100 million
dollars. Still, in the face of the profit we stand to make if this
venture succeeds, such an amount is small change. The other
problem, the one that caused us to choose the alternative I will
tell you about in just a moment, is much more subtle.

"This is America. We can't expect to purchase
in excess of 100 million dollars of top-of-the-line space hardware
and not have anyone find out about it. And even if we were able to
purchase it in complete secrecy, we would then very probably have
to launch it from American soil, and that would inevitably blow the
lid off the whole thing.

"Secrecy, I don't need to tell you, is of
paramount importance. If NASA, and by the same token, the American
government, was to find out what we're up to, there's no telling
what they would do to keep our venture from succeeding. The last
thing they want is to see such a crystal fall into private hands,
unless they can decide whose private hands those are. They would
hinder us just long enough to give NASA an unsurmountable lead, and
then all would be lost.

"The alternative is to buy Russian equipment.
As you might have heard, the collapse of the Soviet empire has made
all sorts of high-tech toys available to anyone with enough cash to
buy it, and some of these toys can take us where we want to go.
Having said that, we have already purchased a Proton launcher, the
D-1-e Zond, and a Photon orbital capsule, at a cost of some 85
million dollars. Our contacts in Russia have it in storage for us
and are awaiting our arrival to deliver it into our hands."

Chang, who hadn't done anything in a while,
punched a few keys and the pyschedelic image now occupying the
screen was replaced by footage of a white and green rocket
launching into space.

"The Proton has been the workhorse of the
Soviet space program for over thirty years. It isn't really
high-tech by today's standards, but it is reliable, which is what
really counts. As for the Photon, it is an orbital capsule which
can be outfitted to produce the crystal we want. It can stay up in
space for up to fourteen days, which is, as you might remember, the
exact window of potential exposure we'll have at our disposal. It
will also enable us to create not one, but 200 crystals."

"200? Why 200?", Dr. Jackson asked.

"Chang, if you will", Tyler simply said.

On the left side of the screen appeared what
looked like a hightech, very small beer can. The container looked
to be approximately 7cm in length by about 3cm in diameter, seemed
to be made of plexiglass, and underneath it an inscription read
Growth cell. On the right side of the screen, one rack containing
ten such growth cells - two rows of five, each cell separated from
the one next to it by about 10cm - were shown. The cells were held
snuggly in the rack in about the same way that cans of fruit juice
fit tightly in a cardboard box.

"Each cell can grow one crystal, and it isn't
any harder sending ten in space than it is sending one", Tyler
explained. "We can fit 20 racks in the orbital capsule, hence the
potential yield of 200 crystals. But even if we were to get
extremely unlucky and get only one crystal...

"The rack is made from a composite material
that offers very high durability and very light weight that will
keep the growth cells from knocking against each other when the
rocket is launched and when the capsule returns to Earth. Tubing
connected to each cell will provide the growth solution in time,
and this very thin metal rod you see reaching about halfway into
the growth cell on the left has a flat and relatively rough surface
where the crystal will grow."

"And the Photon can be fitted with the
equipment?" Jackson asked again.

"Yes, why do you ask?" Tyler asked right
back.

"Because you told us that the Photon is over
30 years old, and this thing you're showing us seems to be
relatively recent. Are they compatible?"

"Point well taken. But as you well know, Dr.
Jackson, growing crystals isn't anything new. Kids grow salt
crystals in school all the time. The way we grow them might have
changed a little bit, but the basic principle is still the
same."

"All right. But that still doesn't solve the
problem of where we'll launch it from", Timothy Bradley intervened
for the first time. "We all know that NASA keeps a close watch on
everything the Russians launch into space. If we launch from
Baikonor, won't they be on to us just as if we had launched from
Cape Canaveral?"

"A very good point. If we want our launch to
remain undetected until the very last moment, we can't launch from
any of the traditional places: America, Russia, Europe, even China,
all are unacceptable. The alternative is Australia."

"Australia?", Minsch and the doctor said
simultaneously.

What unmistakably looked like a space base,
sprawling across some hills, appeared on the screen.

"Australia has been looking for the longest
time to put together a space program. The governement never
officially got involved, but a conglomerate has been building the
base you see here for the past three years, in complete secrecy.
NASA is obviously aware of its existence, but as far as it knows
it's still months away from being operational. It isn't.

"The base was built in the Kimberley, in
northwestern Australia, at an average elevation of some 700 feet.
An intricate drainage system keeps it from being flooded during the
rainy season. The base itself is linked by rail to a port on the
mouth of Forest River, in the Cambridge Gulf, some 75 kilometers
away. All the material is unloaded at the port and then taken by
train to the base, where it is readied for launch."

"How can we be sure that the people manning
that base won't talk and that we won't be discovered?", Martin
asked, surprising even himself. Not only was he surprised to have
enough courage to speak up, but even more to hear himself talk as
though they were all conspiring to overthrow the government. What
they were planning to do wasn't illegal, was it? He wasn't sure
yet...

"Because they will all be our people. You
see, the conglomerate in question has recently run into some
financial difficulties, and we have very graciously offered to rent
the base from it for a rather large sum of money, assuming they
stay out of our way and ask no questions. We also made it very
clear that the deal would instantly be called off if word of what
we were doing leaked out. Considering that the base isn't even
completely operational yet, the conglomerate was more than happy to
comply."

"What the hell do we want with their base if
it isn't yet operational?", Larry Minsch asked.

"All the essential parts of the base are
online", Tyler explained. "Some living quarters are still lacking
ventilation and running water, but that's about as bad as it
gets."

"I've had dealings with the aboriginal people
in that part of Australia", Timothy Bradley said, "And I know they
can sometimes be a real pain in the ass. How will you make sure
they’ll stay out of our hair?"

"We struck a deal with them. They will have
an 'observer' at the base at all times, and we agreed to build a
community center in a nearby village. Again, the deal is off if
anything is leaked."

"What's our timetable?"

"We are scheduled to take delivery of the
Russian equipment the day after tomorrow. Then, we figure up to a
month to dismantle everything and move it by train to Vladivostok,
and then by boat to the port in Australia. Then another month or
month and a half to prepare for the launch. All we'll then have to
do is wait for our window to open. This positions us for a launch
in late winter, meaning late September or early October. This has
the added advantage of placing us right out of cyclone season in
Australia."

Tyler had completed his presentation and now
fell silent. He knew more questions would be forthcoming, but he
was prepared for them. He had rehearsed extensively for tonight and
thought he could handle everything they threw at him.

"Who will pay for all this?", the doctor
asked. It struck Martin as odd that, up until then, nobody had
thought, or dared, to ask who exactly was going to shell out the
100 million dollars and change this whole thing was figuring to
cost.

"We, meaning Mr. Gladstone, will take care of
the monetary aspect of the venture: we will pay for the rocket and
orbital capsule, we will pay to have it moved to Australia, we will
rent the base and we will pay for the aboriginal community center.
You, on the other hand, are all expected to provide services in
your specific area of expertise."

"That's all real swell", Tim Bradley cut in,
"but what I'd like to know is how we'll divide the profits in the
end. That is, if there are profits to be divided."

"When this is over, you'll all be asked to
submit a bill for your services, and then the profits will be
divided according to each partner's original contribution. For
example, if the whole thing ends up costing 200 million dollars and
we provided 100 million, then we'll get half of the profits."

"Sounds fair", Tim Bradley conceded after
thinking about it for a moment. "Can we get that in writing?"

"That would hardly be wise", Tyler countered.
"We don't want to leave a papertrail behind us. Once again,
discretion is of paramount importance."

"Still, I'd feel more...", Bradley began
saying.

"Mr. Bradley", Gladstone cut in. "You'll have
to take my word that it will be as Tyler has just explained."

It was now Bradley's turn to stare at
Gladstone, speechless. Then, just as all the others before him had
done, he raised a hand and nodded to show that he accepted the
terms of the deal. What else was he supposed to do, anyways?

"I have another question", Martin said. "What
happens when NASA and all the others find out what we're up to?
Won't they try and stop us?"

"By the time they realize what we're doing,
it'll be too late for them to do anything about it. If all goes
according to plan, they'll find out only when we're already in
Australia, and they're welcome to try and stop us then."

"And what if everything doesn't go according
to plan?"

"Everything will", Gladstone answered
curtly.

"Gentlemen, I believe this brings tonight's
meeting to an end. I remind you one last time that it never took
place. Now, unless there are further questions, I would ask you to
remain seated. You will be allowed to leave very shortly."

Mr. Chang punched a key and the screen went
off, plunging the whole room into complete obscurity. When the
lights came back on, Jeremiah K. Gladstone and his entourage had
disappeared. Only Chang was left, and he was busy dismantling the
equipment. The four men simply looked at each other, and then
picked up their things and filed out of the room in silence.

They all got on the same elevator and, on the
ride down, looking at the others, Martin was struck by how
strangely tame and subdued they all looked. Each of these men, in
his own field, in his own company, wielded enormous power and
commanded immense respect. These were men who were obeyed, not men
who obeyed. These were the king of the jungle, these were the
lions. And yet, they had all just agreed, almost without putting up
a fight, to embark on an insane venture. And why? Simply because
the lion-tamer had cracked his whip and ordered them to.

Sixteen hours later, Martin Gilford,
president of 'Round The World TRANSPORT, was on a plane bound for
Russia.
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The two armed men grabbed the steel handles
and pulled the gigantic hangar doors apart. For the briefest
moment, Tyler wondered whether these were the Gates of Heaven or
the Portals of Hell opening before him, for either could await on
the other side.

The rocket was bigger than anything he had
ever imagined. Once tipped with the Photon orbital capsule, it
would measure 174 feet in length and have a diameter of 24 feet. It
was huge, but Tyler still had to remind himself that, large as it
was, it was only about half the size of the Saturn V Apollo rocket
that earned Neil and the Moonwalkers a place in history.

The Russians had readied it for transport by
cutting it up in twelve separate sections and packing each one in a
special padded, shock-proof container. Each container had then been
loaded onto a train platform, and the orbital capsule had been
packed and loaded onto a thirteenth platform. One covered wagon had
also been filled with crates full of parts and equipment, and two
others would serve as living and working quarters.

And even though the rocket by itself weighed
in at over 1.5 million pounds, the train was still quite light by
modern standards; overall, it couldn't have weighed much more than
a thousand tons, give or take a few hundred. It had been hitched to
two tem-7 diesel locomotives, built by Ludinova Works, just outside
Moscow, and each could generate 2000 hp at 1000 rpm. A single one
of those locomotives would probably have been enough, but they had
chosen to use two as a measure of precaution. Should one locomotive
break down or run out of gas, the other could take over. Also,
Vladivostok, their final destination, was located on the other side
of various mountain ranges, and two locomotives may come in quite
handy at some point along the way.

Tyler walked around the train, the tip of his
fingers sliding over the heavy grey tarpaulin that had been tightly
secured over the containers in which were nestled both the rocket
and the capsule to protect them as much from the weather as from
any prying stares. He was very gentle in his caress, as he
remembered once being told that you could push your finger through
the the wall of the space shuttle's external tank if its insulation
had been removed. He had no way of knowing if this rocket was as
fragile, but he wasn't about to take a chance. He was also
forgetting that, packed as it was, it would have taken nothing
short of a small earthquake to damage the delicate equipment.

The simple fact that Gladstone had entrusted
him with seeing the rest of this venture through showed that, after
sixteen years of loyal and faithful services, he was finally
gaining some credibility in the old man's eyes.

Or should that be "in the old man's
Eye"?, he thought to himself and smiled slightly.

It was an open secret inside Gladstone's
kingdom that the king's health had been steadily declining in
recent years and that the race to replace him was now in full
swing. As far as he knew, Tyler was one of the top contenders,
along with four or five other men and two women.

Originally, Gladstone had planned on leaving
complete command to his one and only son, but the boy had died
while on a scubadiving expedition off the Brazilian coast. Details
of his death remained murky to this day, but the official version
was that his airtank had malfunctioned and that he had tried to
surface too quickly, without decompressing properly, causing a
brain haemorraghe which had killed him. The fact that he had been
an experienced diver with over 200 dives to his credit, and that he
would therefore have been very unlikely to panick in such a
situation, had never been taken into consideration.

That was six
years ago this fall, and strangely enough that was also
approximately when the father's already bad health had seriously
started going downhill. Tyler smiled inwardly; that move had taken
guts, but the reward finally seemed to be almost at hand.

Tyler had attended the son's funeral as an
official pall-bearer, and that had been the only time he had ever
seen Jeremiah K. Gladstone cry. Apparently, the man was having a
very hard time accepting the fact that he had finally encountered
an enemy which he couldn't beat into submission with his millions -
nay, billions. After the accident, he had retained much of the same
fire and intensity that had made him what he was today, but
something was now missing. It was hard to define just exactly what
it was, but it felt as though a spring had snapped inside the old
man's skull.

What wasn't hard to define, on the other
hand, was exactly when it had become obvious that this spring had
snapped. About a year ago, at the end of a meeting with his top
five lieutenants, Gladstone had caught them all by surprise:

"Edward’s death has thought me an important
lesson », he had said, speaking of the event as though it had
happened just a few days ago. « I cannot, I will not put this
company’s future into the hands of a single man again without being
certain that that man has what it takes. I did not get to where I
am today by being a poor judge of character, and I therefore know
what's on your minds. Let it simply be said that I am not about to
let my empire fall into the hands of just anybody".

Having said that, he had simply walked out of
the room and left them all to look at each other and ponder just
what that meant. Did it mean that he considered none of them worthy
of taking over after him and that he would therefore be bringing in
someone from the outside, or did it mean that they were all
potential contenders and that the prize would go to the most worthy
of them?

They had all unanimously opted for the second
possibility. They were all agreed that Gladstone's empire was much
too complex, had way too many ramifications for anyone from the
outside to have any chance at succesfully managing it. No, the
successor must come from the inside, they had told themselves. And
that meant that it would be one of them.

With that announcement, Gladstone had very
cleverly implanted his own version of social Darwinism. In other
words, he knew perfectly well that the chance of taking over after
him would push them all to try and outdo not only themselves but
each other. And he had been right: from that day on, they had all
been eager to chip at their neighbor's power, to grab some of his
responsibilities for themselves, to try and prove to the king that
they were the rightful heir.

In the end, Gladstone had known, only the
strongest, meanest and most cunning would survive.

Tyler wasn't blind to the old man's game
anymore than the others were. He knew that, in order to have a
chance, every little task, even the most insignificant of
assignments, had to be carried out with utmost efficiency. Whether
this project, which was anything but little and insignificant, was
a sign that he was pulling ahead of the others or just another test
of his mettle he didn't know, but he intended to see it through to
the end.

"Mr. Tyler", Sebastian Clark, his main
lieutenant, said, walking up from behind him and slightly startling
him. "Mr. Minsch's men have completed their preliminary inspection
of the rocket and orbital capsule and they seem satisfied. We can
get under way anytime you like."

"Excellent", Tyler replied. "Have Gilford and
his guys verify that everything is secured into place one last
time, and spread the word that we'll be departing in exactly one
hour. Whoever is not on board at that time will be left
behind."

"As you wish", the man said, nodding
slightly. Then, he seemed to hesitate somewhat to leave.

"Well, what is it Clark? Is there a
problem?", Tyler prodded him.

"Well, sir, it's simply that the guards here
say we won't be allowed to leave unless we pay a 'traveling
tax'..."

"A traveling tax? What the hell is a
traveling tax?"

"I have no idea, sir. I was hoping you might
know."

"How many guards are there? Twelve?
Fifteen?"

"Fifteen, sir."

"Introduce each one to former president
Andrew Jackson. If that won't do, inform them that they're welcome
to try and stop us when we start rolling. If they get in our way,
we'll simply roll right over them. I won't put up with any
extorsion."

"Sir, they're asking for one thousand dollars
each. If we don't pay up, they say, they'll shoot up the
rocket."

"Shoot up the rocket, will they? I don't
think so. If they damage it, we don't buy it and whoever hired them
loses 100 million dollars. Remind them of that, will you?"

"Of course, sir."

"And Clark", Tyler called him back after the
man had gone less than ten feet. "If they put up too much of a
fuss, kill their leader. That should bring them back to
reason."

"Very well, sir". Clark nodded again and
walked away. Tyler watched him first dispatch orders right and left
before grabbing their translator and going to talk to the guards,
and then watched as a lively discussion ensued. The discussion
seemed to subside somewhat when the guards were informed that the
train would gladly turn them into Russian sausage if they didn't
take their money and get out of the way. Two minutes later, all had
been settled.

Tyler was relieved to see that it hadn't been
necessary to execute the guards' commanding officer. After all,
these were professional soldiers they were dealing with and they
might not have taken kindly to being fired upon, and might just
have decided to shoot back, which wouldn't have been good at all
for anyone. A stray bullet in the wrong section of the rocket and
this whole project would have gone up in smoke, taking with it any
hope Tyler had ever entertained of taking over for Gladstone.

 


* * *

Precisely one hour later, the lead
locomotive, as tradition and safety warranted, blew its whistle and
got under way. The guards simply stood by the side of the track,
not interfering, and watched their multi-million dollar toy be
carried away. Not taking any chances, Tyler had posted men on each
of the platforms carrying the rocket and orbital capsule, with
orders to shoot to kill if any of the soldiers seemed about to do
something foolish.

When they had gone a couple of miles and had
entered a rather dense forest, Tyler called back the men to the
wagon he occupied.

"As far as I can tell, the worst is over. The
road from here to Vladivostok, although rather long, doesn't appear
to be all that dangerous. Still, we never know, so we'll set up
watches to keep an eye on our rocket, and this around the clock. I
want two men on each wagon, one on each side of the rocket, fully
armed. The temperature at night here can get rather chilly, so
dress accordingly. If you see anything suspicious, shoot first and
ask questions later. A boy throwing a rock at us for fun could cost
us millions, so take no chances. You can work out the schedule
among yourselves."

The men immediately gathered in a corner and,
less than a minute later, twenty-six of them headed out the door
back onto the platforms while the others went to get either some
coffee or sleep. This promised to be a very long trip.

Tyler was glad he had insisted on bringing so
many men with him. Gladstone had been understandably reluctant to
have so many people know that he was moving a rocket all the way
across Russia, but Tyler had prevailed in the end, making him
understand that buying the rocket was one thing, moving it another,
and protecting it yet another one entirely. Still, his fifty men
added to Minsch's and Gilford's meant that there were now over one
hundred and fifty men aware of what they were doing. Two days ago,
there had been less than ten.

And while he was sure of his men's loyalty
and silence, he had no way of knowing if all the others were as
trustworthy. He was pretty sure that their respective bosses would
have made them understand that "discretion was of paramount
importance", as he liked to say himself. Unfortunately, being sworn
to secrecy had rarely kept a man from telling his wife, or his
mistress, what he was up to, specially if it happened to be
something as unusual and exciting as this. And should this wife or
mistress call her girlfriends and tell them was her man was up to,
and should these girlfriends in turn... Word could rapidly reach
inappropriate ears.

But since there was no point in worrying
about things over which he had no control, Tyler put the entire
train of thought - no pun intended - out of his mind and instead
concentrated on what the next few days would be like. Looking at a
map spread on his knees, he could see that the rail line they were
using would take them in an almost straight line to Russia's east
coast, then south to Vladivostok, where a ship would be meeting
them.

A mind-boggling journey of over 7,000
kilometers, which they needed to complete in no more than 10 days.
Should they be able to maintain an average speed of 40 km/h, which
was entirely reasonable, and should they also be able to keep going
twenty-four hours a day, they would reach their destination in a
little less than eight days from now. The ship would, should, be
there by then, but it would only wait another 48 hours for them to
show up; if they had not, it would leave and Tyler would be stuck
with a 700,000-kilo rocket to get across the ocean... somehow.

The only unavoidable delays over which he had
no control were those involved by the refueling of the locomotives.
These locomotives had an autonomy of between 480 and 640
kilometers, which meant of between 960 and 1280 kilometers if they
emptied both tanks before refueling, but Tyler was playing it safe
and stopping every 300 kilometers or so to refuel; he wasn’t about
to take the risk of running out of gas in the middle of
nowhere.

Chances of that happening were pretty slim,
but one of the troubles with Russia these days is that everything
isn’t always where everything is supposed to be. Just because the
town ahead was supposed to have diesel fuel didn’t mean that it did
indeed have diesel fuel; its reserves could very well be empty. And
if the locomotive happened to be low on fuel at the same time,
well, things might start going from bad to disastrous in a
hurry.

So, Tyler had ordered that the tank of the
lead locomotive be filled as soon as possible after it had been
half-emptied. That left him a pretty comfortable margin of error,
which he enjoyed having. Overall, that meant that they would ride
for about six or seven hours, stop to refuel, and then get going
again; the lengths of the stops were impossible to predict, as they
could take as little as fifteen minutes and last as long as one
hour and a half, depending on how efficient the crews were... which
was usually not very much. And it didn’t help things any that, as
far as anybody official was concerned, this train didn’t exist and
wasn’t supposed to be where it was.

Just like he had been neither willing nor
able to buy the rocket on the "regular" market, Gladstone had had
to go with "alternate" means of moving the cargo to Australia.
Tyler wasn't sure just who had provided the train but he was pretty
sure that, whoever they were, they must have had close ties to
Russia's emerging underworld, much like the people who had sold
them the rocket, while officially in the military, must also have
had close ties with these same people. Boris Yeltsin's weakness and
inefficiency had provided fertile ground for all types of homemade
underworld figures to grow; these had in turn been assimilated by
already well-established criminal organizations, with the result
that Russia was now governed not by those the people had elected
but by those who had been able to take advantage of its structural
weaknesses.

As far as the ship went, Tyler knew exactly
how it had been found and then hired, as he had been personally in
charge of that aspect of the project. In fact, Gladstone had asked
him to take care of it, and he in turn had asked his man Clark to
see to it, which he had. The details of the transaction are not
really important, but suffice it to say that the man they had found
would not wait for them indefinitely, for fear that remaining
docked for too long a period of time at any one place might draw
unwanted attention to his vessel. He would be there eight days from
now, wait forty-eight hours, and then leave with or without
them.

Tyler had been surprised when Gladstone had
told him that he, and he alone, would be accompanying the rocket on
its lenghty trip. The way The Eye normally did things, whoever had
found the train should also have taken delivery of it before
handing over to Tyler, who had found the ships, in Vladivostok.
That's the way Gladstone liked it: while he was aware of everything
that went on, he didn't like his people knowing what each other was
doing. They should talk to him as much but to each other as little
as possible.

Gladstone believed that, while it was
important for him to have a good overall view, his immediate
subordinates should be kept in the dark and have information
dispensed to them on a need-to-know basis only. That way, they only
did as they were asked and didn't take unwanted initiatives or
offer unsolicited advice. If he wanted their advice or opinion, he
would ask for it; and if he wanted them to take the initiative, he
would give them just enough leeway to do so. In other words, he
pulled their strings.

And now, with five or six individuals vying
to take over after him, this way of doing things had the added
advantage of forcing his lieutenants to work even harder to try and
outdo each other. If you know what your neighbor is doing, it
becomes relatively easy to throw sand in his machine; but if you
don't know what he's doing you must first figure it out, which
isn't always that simple. You need to think, and analyze, and
deduce, and pay attention to every single detail in order to find a
way to stall him and pull ahead... Social Darwinism at its
best.

Why he was here and not whoever had hired the
train, Tyler could only guess. Maybe the man in question had fallen
ill, or out of favor with Gladstone, or something of the kind.
Maybe Gladstone had hired the vehicle himself and had then been
unwilling to go on a 7,000 km trek aboard a Russian train. Maybe
Gladstone had wanted to see how he, Tyler, would handle the
situation. Maybe...

He had studied the map over and over again
for the past week or so, but still he looked at it again,
memorizing every detail, every mountain they would be going over,
every river and every village they would be crossing, trying to
find something he might have missed... Nothing.

He had checked to make sure that every single
bridge could withstand their weight, but that hadn't been a problem
since, once again, this train was after all a lightweight. He had
also checked to make sure that they would have enough horsepower to
get over hills and mountains, but that too had been no problem.

His only concern were the villages which they
would encounter along the way. He had been warned by more than one
individual that, the further they got from Moscow, the more likely
they were to encounter disgruntled villagers who, tired of
Yeltsin's empty promises and lack of leadership, might see the
train as a tempting target towards which to vent their anger and
frustration.

He trusted that his men could handle just
about any situation which arose - after all, a farmer with a
pitchfork was no match for a guard with an Uzi - but what still
bothered him some was what he had come to think of as "possible
acts of sabotage". He had been told that, in the furthest reaches
of what had once been the Soviet Union, villagers would sometime
place obstacles over the line in the hope that a train would derail
and that they would then be able to scavenge from the wreck
something useful - or even better, edible.

That meant that, whenever they found
themselves in the vicinity of one of those villages, the train
would have to slow down almost to a crawl while a man walked in
front of it to check for any of those obstacles. They couldn't run
the risk of running over a log or a piece of scrap metal going 40
km/h.

In the end, all his precautions proved to be
almost for nothing. Whenever they rode through a town, their
presence barely drew any attention; apparently, the citizens were
quite used to seeing trains come through their town, and one more
was nothing to get excited about. Realizing this, on the second day
of the voyage Tyler even instructed his guards to get off the
platforms whenever they approached a town, so as to not draw
attention to themselves uselessly.

Having to cross towns of any importance had
never really bothered Tyler, since he knew that, by defintion,
those places were likely to well-policed and well-disciplined. He
could hardly imagine a town of ten or fifteen thousand people
rising up together and attacking "his" train. That didn't preclude
the possibility of a small group of radicals coming after it, but
the odds of that happening were so slim as to be almost
non-existent. In the end, he had decided, the tiny security risks
encurred by removing the guards from the platforms were more than
outweighed by the advantage of thus going even more unnoticed.

What was not hard to imagine, on the other
hand, was a small village of a couple of hundred people on the
fringes of the country, away from any authority and pretty much
left to do as it pleased, desperately poor and getting poorer,
suddenly deciding to rise up and do something dramatic to draw
attention to its plight. Hijacking a train and then holding it for
ransom would go far towards that end; and if that train just so
happened to be carrying a hundred-million dollar rocket, then all
the better.

But again, Tyler was quite confident that his
guards could easily handle and defeat any potential challenge the
villagers might throw at them. Still, his goal was to avoid
confrontation at any cost, so he made sure that the guards, and
their weapons, were quite visible whenever they had to ride through
such a village. A man armed with a World-War-II rifle planning on
doing something desperate was likely to rethink his strategy if he
suddenly realized that he would first have to go through a man
armed with an Uzi, and one who looked like he knew how to use it at
that.

To his great surprise, just about all the
villages they went through appeared to be deserted. He could see
houses and cars and smoke coming out of chimneys, but of living
human beings there wasn't a trace. Once and only once did he see an
old woman walking slowly alongside the track, limping heavily and
resting on her cane, her back so stooped that she almost seemed to
be doubled-over. The train passed her by rapidly, and she never
even looked at it. Tyler didn't get a good look at her face, but
the image still stuck with him for a while after that: the image of
an old woman being passed by by a train, the image of Mother
Russia, now old and feeble, being passed by by the rest of the
world.

Whenever they weren't crossing a village or a
town, they rode through forests and mountains and plains and,
surprisingly or not, that's where they saw the most people. They
saw lone individuals, sometimes entire families, staring at them
passively from the edges of the forest or out the window of an
isolated hut. Some, mostly children, waved, but most just stared
and wondered what the hell their government was up to now. Here
they were starving and barely scraping a living together, and there
it was moving huge loads of God-only-knew-what from one place to
another.

But the people didn't stare long. As soon as
they caught a glimpse of the guards and their weapons, they would
disappear into the forest or inside their huts not be seen again.
Then, after the train had gone away, they would come out again and
go about the lifesaving business of hoarding enough food for the
coming winter.

On board the train, the excitement of the
beginning had rapidly given way to an endless routine of waking up,
drinking coffee, playing cards or backgammon, checking on the
rocket, and then going back to sleep. The different crews had begun
fraternizing with each other, but more out of necessity than
because they had anything in common, so their fraternizing remained
superficial and cold. Tyler's men were guards, modern warriors who
went nowhere without a gun, and he got the sense that the others
were afraid of them. When his men had their backs turned, he still
could see the prolonged glances, the shaking of the heads, the
raised eyebrows they provoked.

Larry Minsch's men, on the other hand, were
technicians and engineers, intellectuals who were more at ease in a
laboratory or a classroom than they were on a shooting range. They
were the ones who, in the end, had the least in common with Tyler's
army. They also numbered the least, as Minsch had brought along
just enough men to check the rocket; the rest of his crew was
already in Australia, or on its way there, to set up the base.

There were also three crews alternately
manning the locomotives, but they were never seen or heard. Clark
went to check on them every day to make sure everything was in
order, but that was the extent of their contact with the other
people on board the train.

And that left Martin Gilford's crew of movers
to act as a sort of buffer between the other two groups. They were
regular Joes, working stiffs here only because their boss had
promised them the biggest bonus of their lives if they agreed to
fly all the way out here to do this job. As soon as the rocket had
been unloaded in Australia, they would fly home, cash their checks,
and forget all about this. They mingled equally with the guards and
the engineers, and seemed to find some common ground with both
groups even though, just like the others, they seemed most at ease
in the company of their own kind.

As long as they're not at each other's
throat, I'm happy, Tyler thought to himself, watching eight
men, three of which were his own, playing poker on the floor on the
first night they all spent together aboard the train.

"Penny for your thoughts, sir", Clark said,
taking the empty seat across from his boss.

"Uh?", Tyler grunted, a bit startled. "Oh,
Clark. Right. What can I do for you?"

"Nothing, sir. The shift changed twenty
minutes ago, so I went to check on the guards outside and
everything is under control. I made sure they were all dressed
warmly enough and brought them all coffee."

"You baby them too much, Clark", Tyler
reprimanded him absentmindedly.

"Sir?"

"I said you baby them too much", Tyler
repeated, this time a bit more loudly and clearly. "They don't need
to like you to work well for you, to be efficient and reliable. The
last thing you want to do is to have your men come to like you,
Clark. You don't need to be bringing the men warm clothes and hot
coffee like they're a bunch of kids out on a ski trip. If they
can't look after themselves, then screw them. After a few hours
spent freezing their balls off out there, I'll guarantee they'll
never again forget either clothes or coffee."

"I don't understand, sir. I thought..."

"Of course you don't understand, Clark,
you're still young and full of ideas. You think that if your men
like you, if they come to see you as their friend, then they'll
work all the much harder. Right?"

"Well, I don't..."

"Be honest, Clark. Tell me what you
think."

"I think the men won't be able to do their
job right if they're too busy keeping warm or staying awake."

"That's not what I'm asking and you know
it."

Clark hadn't expected to get a lesson in
personnel management from his boss tonight; all he had wanted to do
was report to him one last time before signing off for the evening.
Still, Clark knew that he still had much to learn if he ever was to
get where he was going, and that some of this he might learn from
this man, here tonight. So, with that in mind, he said:

"Well, sir, I know that it's important to
maintain a certain 'distance' between yourself and your
subordinates, otherwise the whole chain of command breaks down. But
my mother also always used to say that you catch more flies with
honey than with vinegar; if your men hate you, if they fear you,
then they'll..."

"Hate and fear have nothing to do with it,
Clark. Nor do love or friendship. All that really counts is
respect, and how you obtain that respect is quite irrelevant."

"My point exactly, sir. I want my men to
respect me because I'm intelligent and competent, but also because
I treat them like human beings and not like machines."

"That, one day, will be your downfall. If
your crew likes you, if your men see you as their friend, then
they'll start getting all sorts of funny ideas. They'll start
thinking that they don't really have to go stand on some train
platform in the middle of the night in the middle of fucking Russia
if they don't want to, that their boss, their buddy Clark, will
understand that they got cold and simply decided to leave their
post and go inside for a few minutes."

"With all due respect, sir, there's a
difference between being friendly and being weak. If one of my men
leaves his post, I'll take off his head. Disobeying a direct order
is unacceptable, no matter how you look at it."

"And after you've finished taking off his
head, he'll turn around and go behind your back tell all his little
friends what happened to him, and they'll all agree that you're a
hypocritical bastard and forked-tongue son of a bitch. They'll say,
Oh sure, Clark acts like he likes us, but when it comes down to it
he's just like all the others. And then your men will start hating
you, really hating you, and you won't be able to get anything out
of them."

"..."

"Whereas, if you make it very clear from day
one who's in charge and who's not, they might hate you anyway, but
at least they'll hate you from the very start, and that makes a
hell of a difference. That way, you won't appear like you're trying
to be something you're not. They'll know where you stand from the
very beginning, and that will make your life so much simpler."

"I understand what you're saying, sir, but I
still..."

"Answer me this, Clark", Tyler simply
interrupted, not paying attention to what his lieutenant was
saying. "Am I your friend?"

Clark simply stared at the older man for a
moment, not knowing what to answer. His boss was asking him whether
he saw him as a friend? What the hell was he supposed to answer to
that?

"Well, sir, no, not exactly", he finally
managed to blurt out.

"I commend you for your honesty", Tyler said,
nodding as though he had been expecting the answer all along. "And
yet, we work well together. You are loyal, efficient and
professional, are you not?"

"Yes sir, I am!", the younger man immediately
replied, a bit too eagerly.

"And yet you just said that you and I are not
friends. If we go back to your earlier argument, tell me, then, why
in the name of God you would want to be friends with your men?"

"..."

"Look at those men over there", Tyler
continued, turning his attention back to the poker players on the
floor. "Three guns-for-hire, five movers and one engineer all
playing poker together on a Russian train bound for a place they
had never even heard of two days ago. Why?"

"Why?"

"Yes, why? Why are they all here?"

"Money?", Clark suggested after thinking
about it for a moment.

"Yes, money does play an important role in
their being here, you're right about that, but there's more.
They're here because someone told them to be here, that's why. If a
friend had told them that they had to do this, most of them would
probably have called upon this very same friendship to get out of
the assignment and stay home with their wives and girlfriends; some
would still have come for the money, but not all of them. However,
in this case, they were told to come here by a boss or a commanding
officer or whomever, not by a friend; they didn't even think about
refusing or arguing, they didn't have a choice, no one asked them
whether they liked it or not, so they just did it. They were told
to come so they came, period."

"Am I to understand, then, sir, that you
yourself are here simply because Mr. Gladstone told you to be here,
not out of loyalty for the company? That you wouldn't have come
simply for the money, or that you would have refused if you'd had a
say in it?"

Tyler's head snapped around and he saw in his
lieutenant's eye a glimmer of victory, almost of arrogance, which
he didn't like. His own stare conveyed his displeasure at having
been blindsided in such a fashion, and Clark must have seen it
since all the color drained from his face in an instant.

"Good night, Clark", Tyler curtly said.

"Good night, sir", the younger man said
before hurriedly standing up and walking away.

A bright young man, Tyler thought to
himself after Clark had left him. I need to keep an eye on him.
He might prove very useful one day... He's bright and ambitious
and... I was like him myself, once...

And with that, the reality of the anger he
had felt at Clark's remark suddenly struck home. Yes, he indeed had
been like him once, in another life. But not anymore; today, he
breathed when another man told him to breathe, ate when another man
told him to eat and slept when another man told him to sleep.
Whatever initiative and enthusiasm he had once possessed he had
lost, sold to that other man. Today, another man literally pulled
his strings.

And the worst was, he didn't even mind
because accepting to have his strings pulled today might mean that
tomorrow he'd be the one doing the string-pulling.

 


* * *

 


The first man was reported missing around six
in the morning on the fifth day of the journey, when his
replacement showed up but found no one to replace.

Following the chain of command, Clark was the
first to be noticed. He investigated the matter very briefly before
reporting it to his boss, who was most displeased at the news.

For some reason, one of the guards posted on
the eighth platform had simply vanished. The other guard posted on
that same platform hadn't heard or seen anything, since the bulk of
the rocket kept him from seeing his partner and that the noise the
wind made rendered all communication rather difficult. The guards
posted on all the other platforms were also questioned briefly, but
no one had seen anything suspicious.

There were no signs of struggle on the
platform and no shots had been fired. The man had simply
disappeared into thin air, as though he had been beamed right off
the platform by some alien spaceship.

Some of the men suggested that the train be
stopped and that they go look for their fallen comrade, but Tyler
rapidly vetoed such an idea, which caused some quiet resentment
among his troops. He argued that they had no way of knowing exactly
where the man had disappeared and that they couldn't afford to
backtrack the 160-odd kilometers they had covered since he had been
reported missing.

Besides, he thought to himself, they were
making some very good time and he wasn't about to jeopardize that
for anything in the world. It was bad enough that five of the men
who had spent the night on the platforms had suffered some
frostbite and that they would henceforth have to slow the train's
speed considerably the following nights to minimize the
windchill.

After a brief discussion it was determined
that the missing man - David White, 31, a father of two who had
only been on his second such assignment - must simply have fallen
asleep and then rolled right off the platform without anyone
noticing. Given the absence of light and the noise the train made,
that wasn't all that farfetched.

All the more reason to go look for him, some
of the men had then argued. Unless he had broken his neck in the
fall, he had to be lying in the ditch somewhere behind them,
injured and possibly dying. If they didn't go look for him, he'd
certainly die.

"Let it be a lesson to all you others", Tyler
had said, cutting short for the second time any talk of a possible
rescue attempt. "Stay sharp, stay awake, do your jobs right. This
is no picnic: you fall asleep, you die."

 


 


The next night, two men disappeared off the
platforms under similar circumstances. This time, the train was
stopped and a brief search organized. No trace of any of the
missing men was found.

"How does a human being simply vanish into
thin air?", Tyler asked under his breath, talking more to himself
than to anyone else, a few hours after the train had resumed its
course to Vladivostok. He was gazing out his window, his eyes not
really seeing the scenery flying by.

"I don't know, sir", Clark took the chance of
replying from his usual seat across from his boss.

"A single man can become careless, fall
asleep and roll off the platform", Tyler went on, still talking
more to himself than to anyone in particular. "But not three, not
in two days."

"What are you going to do, if I may ask?"

"What can I do? The men know something is
going on, so they'll be watching. I could stop the train and turn
it upside down, but what good would that do? We'd simply be wasting
time."

"Might stop our men from disappearing one
after the other", Clark hazarded.

"We're less than 48 hours from our final
destination", Tyler said. "So far, we've lost three men out of
close to 60, which gives us a casualty rate of less than .1
percent; that's quite acceptable. Those men disappeared - vanished,
really - but they could just as well have been shot by farmers, or
they could have died from exposure, or a million other different
things which we anticipated."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that we can easily afford to lose
ten more men without getting into serious trouble", Tyler snapped
right back, his eyes leaving the window and focusing on the man
across from him. Clark noticed that his boss had taken the
precaution of lowering his voice this time, which was probably
wise. It wasn't too good for the troops' morale to hear the general
say that they were expendable. "And if push comes to shove, all I
have to do is make one phone call and we'll have fifty new men
waiting to meet us when we get to Vladivostok." What he didn't say
was that he'd rather die than make that phone call.

"It's still an enormous security risk to have
men disappear continuously for no apparent reason."

"That, it is.", Tyler conceded. "But it's a
risk we can live with... for now."

"I don't believe any of them simply fell
asleep."

"Neither do I. Somebody is quite obviously
behind this. A child could see that."

"But who?"

"If I knew, Mr. Clark, I wouldn't be sitting
here talking to you."

"What if we look at this from a different
angle?", Clark suggested, slitting his eyes and resting his jaw on
a closed right fist, as though the Meaning of Life had suddenly
been revealed to him.

"What are you suggesting?", Tyler asked,
mildly interested.

"What I'm suggesting, sir, is that we not try
to determine who made our men disappear, but who didn't."

"Go on", Tyler ordered, sitting up and
instantly seeing where his lieutenant's line of thought would lead
him.

"There's but a very limited number of people
on this train, less than two hundred by my count", Clark continued,
happy to have aroused his boss' attention. "Finding our suspect
really shouldn't be all that hard, if we're worth our salt. I agree
with you that it might not be essential to find him, but what if we
could?"

"I'm listening."

"First, I don't think we're dealing with some
saboteur hiding aboard the train who only comes out at night to
kill off our men one by one. The train was checked thoroughly
before we left, and besides there really is no place to hide."

"Right."

"Next, I think we can safely assume that none
of our men is behind this. As you well know, our screening process
is even more thorough than that of the CIA and all have spotless
backgrounds. With that, we just eliminated half the suspects."

"Agreed."

"Next, let's look at Mr. Minsch's men. All
have extensive academic backgrounds and very specific knowledge and
skills; that's why they're here. If our killer - for lack of a
better term, let's call him that for now - is hiding among them,
that means that he too has this very specific formation. If he
didn't, Minsch wouldn't have hired him; and even if he had managed
to have himself hired by some subterfuge, a fake resume doesn't
give you the knowledge it claims you have. It isn't impossible that
the killer is one of them, but I'd say it's highly unlikely."

"I would too."

Tyler looked to his right and saw that the
train had just crossed an old dirt road. In the distance, now
disappearing fast, he could see that a farmer sitting atop an old
beat up tractor had stopped to watch them go by; on his lap sat a
little boy, and for the briefest of moments Tyler's and the boy's
eyes locked.

"Next group of suspects, Mr. Gilford's
movers", Clark went on, not realizing that his boss had momentarily
stopped paying attention. "The problem is that they're just that,
movers, albeit specialized ones. The knowledge and skills required
to become a part of their group is nowhere near as difficult to
acquire as it is to become part of Mr. Minsch's men, as we have
already established."

"So you think the killer is one of them?"

"Not quite. You see, Mr. Gilford runs what
could be called an oversized Mom and Pop store; he knows every
single employee by name, and they know him. He knows about their
spouses, about their kids, about their health... Furthermore, he
strongly encourages that kind of behaviour between employees, so
that they too know what their workmates had for dinner last night.
That creates a very, very strong network of personal relationships
and, simultaneously and very probably inadvertantly, a very good
way of instantly spotting... phonies."

"Still..."

"Still, it's not impossible to fake that kind
of intimacy and familiarity, but the killer would have to be damn
good at it; only a borderline psychopath would be able to lie day
after day after day without ever slipping up, if not in front of
the boss than in front of one of the other men. Sooner or later,
he'd start making mistakes and instantly draw suspicion to himself.
Again, it's not impossible, but I think we can say that it's very
unlikely."

"Plus, I know for a fact that all the men
Gilford brought along have worked for him for at least two years",
Tyler added.

"Which simply serves to reinforce my point.
The killer, if he is among them, has been lying flawlessly for two
years."

"And two years ago, nobody had ever heard of
this mission..."

"Correct. And who does that leave us with,
sir?"

"That leaves us with...", Tyler began to
answer, staring at his lieutenant. Then, his eyes lit up and sat up
even straighter. "The Russian crews operating the train..."

"The Russian crews operating the train
indeed", Clark repeated, enjoying for the briefest instant his
moment of glory. "What do we know about them? They were assigned to
us! They came with the train! For all we know, they could be
working for the KGB, or whatever it calls itself these days!"

"Nine men about whom we know next to
nothing."

"Precisely."

"How do you suggest we fix that?"

"There's only one way, and we can't use
it."

"Explain."

"We could drag each one of them in here and
beat the truth out of them, but that will lead us nowhere fast
unless we manage to catch the right man first. If we don't, the
first guy we get in here will run back to his buddies, tell them
what we did, and first thing we know they'll be the ones doing the
disappearing. And you can bet your last dollar that the first man
jumping off the train will be the one we're looking for."

"As far as I know, those nine men hardly ever
leave their locomotives, right? They work, sleep and eat in there,
right?"

"As far as I know, sir, that's correct."

"Then how about we post a guard at the door
of each locomotive to make sure that they do stay in there at all
times, other than to take a crap?"

"My thoughts exactly. The fox would find
himself bottled up in his lair, unable to raid the chickencoop
anymore."

"Nice metaphor", Tyler said absentmindedly.
"Assign our six best men to this mission, and inform them on a
need-to-know basis. Please make the necessary arrangements
immediately."

"Yes, sir."

Clark stood up and walked away. Tyler sat
back in his seat and resumed his gazing out the window, not really
seeing much of anything, happy that the mystery was almost
solved.

Now, why in the world had his lieutenant gone
through so much trouble to point the finger in the direction of the
locomotive operators?

 


Tyler's knees almost buckled under him when
he was informed the next morning that three more men had
disappeared; two "regular" guards, and one of the six.

He spun around violently and put his fist
through one of the fake wood panelings. When he pulled back his
hand, his knuckles were bloodied and he covered them with his
handkerchief.

"Calm down, sir", Clark said tentatively,
pulling his boss to the side. "The locomotive he had been guarding
had only six men inside; the other three were on duty. That narrows
our field of suspects still further."

"Not really. All nine could be involved, as
far as we know."

"Of course."

"Someone aboard this train is making a fool
of me and I don't enjoy it a single bit", Tyler said through
clenched teeth. "And when I get my hands on that someone..."

"Look on the bright side, sir. At least now
we know for a fact that it is one of the locomotive operators."

"Do we really? What if the killer took that
particular guard out just to strengthen our suspicion?"

Clark seemed taken a bit by surprise and he
took a moment before responding. And when he did, his voice didn't
have the assurance it normally held.

"I... I don't think the killer could be that
clever."

"So far, he's been clever enough to kill six
of the best men this company has under contract. And he's done it
without a sound, and without leaving a single trace."

"Of course, sir. Of course.", Clark simply
said, and let it go at that.

 


Several hours later, on the eve of their
arrival in Vladivostok, Clark zipped up his parka, made sure that
the cap on his Thermos was screwed on tight, and opened the door to
go on his nightly round.

"Mister Clark", a loud voice called from
behind him before he'd stepped outside.

Clark stopped and spun around. Tyler was
standing twenty feet behind him, and he had with him one of the six
men, a man by the name of Stewart, he had chosen for the "special
assignment" the day before. He closed the door and stared at his
boss quizzically.

"Sir?"

"I'm simply covering all possible
eventualities."

"Sir? I don't understand."

"I'd like you to drink some of your coffee,
here and now, if you would."

"Sir?"

"You heard me, son."

"Sir, if I may, I would just..."

"Mister Stewart", Tyler interrupted him, his
tone suddenly turned to stone, "if he hasn't complied in five
seconds, put a bullet in his brain."

"Yes, sir." Stewart raised his Heckler &
Koch machine-gun at eye level and aimed at Clark's head. His one
open eye was merciless, and his hands were as steady as those of a
neurosurgeon. The Uzi might be what he carried on the job, but this
HK was what he used for personal pleasure.

Around them, people who had been asleep
started waking up. They were at first very puzzled by the scene
unfolding before their very eyes, but most caught on rapidly to
what was happening. Still, a few - mostly movers and engineers -
could be heard muttering to their neighbors things having to do
with "losing his mind" and "finally cracking".

"If everybody would remain calm", Tyler
suddenly announced loudly, his voice filling the wagon, "we are
conducting a very simple experiment. It should take no more than
three minutes."

Stewart flipped the switch from "auto" to
"semi" with his thumb and his right index finger pulled the trigger
a hairsbreadth towards him. Clark caught that movement, and that
convinced him that this might not be such a bad time to have a
coffee after all.

He unscrewed the cap hurriedly and poured
some of the scolding hot liquid in it, spilling some on his
mercifully-gloved hands. He drank half the contents, cruelly
burning his mouth in the process, but the liquid went down the
wrong pipe and he coughed up most of it, spraying a fine mist of
brown droplets on the front of his parka. Without even looking at
Tyler, he gulped down the rest of the coffee and felt it burn his
insides as it went down.

Tyler raised his right hand and Stewart
lowered his weapon with something which sounded suspiciously like a
grunt of disappointment. Tyler looked at his watch, then back at
Clark, then back at his watch.

A full five minutes elapsed before he finally
lowered his arm and looked again at his lieutenant, who was now
sweating like a pig; he hadn't undone his parka, he had just drunk
some very hot coffee and, more than anything else, his very life
had never been in such jeopardy as in the past five minutes.

"Very well, Mr. Clark", Tyler finally
announced, "It seems that my suspicions were unfounded. I apologize
for the inconvenience. Carry on."

"Sir!", Clark called him back before
realizing what he was doing. Both Tyler and Stewart stopped to look
at him. "Can I ask what this was all about?"

Tyler remained silent for a few seconds,
seeming to wonder whether or not to answer the question; then he
seemed to look at Stewart out of the corner of his eye, and Stewart
seemed to shrug his shoulders.

"Well, since you ask, someone" - he didn't
say who, but all understood that it was Stewart - "brought it to my
attention that all the disappearances occured at night, and that
they might therefore be related to some soporific substance having
been placed in the coffee which all the disappeared drank."

"You don't seriously think..."

"However, it has now been seven, no eight
minutes since you yourself had some of that coffee, and you seem to
be perfectly awake, so I guess our theory was wrong. Good night to
all."

And with that, he and Stewart walked out of
the wagon. The tension instantly dropped several notches, and all
the men who had been awakened - there were some who had not - went
back to sleep shaking their heads and wondering what hell they had
gotten themselves into. All were glad that they would be getting
off this accursed train in the morning.

Clark, for his part, let himself fall sitting
to the floor, his back against the wall. He put the thermos on the
floor next to him, and only then did he realize that the coffee had
soaked through his gloves and burned his skin; he removed the
gloves rapidly, only to discover that the skin had blistered in
several places.

Then, the look he gave the door through which
Tyler had exited, had it been seen by anyone, would have left no
doubt as to his intentions.

 


* * *

 


Twelve hours and two additional disappeared
men later, a crane picked the last crate off the train and loaded
it aboard a ship called the Ocean Master, which had docked
in Vladivostok nine days earlier and hadn't moved an inch since.
Curiously enough, it hadn't unloaded any cargo, hadn't taken on any
until today and, to top it all off, none of its sailors had
disembarked to get away from the cramped quarters and inactivity
which must have been their daily fare for the past few weeks.

"As agreed, this is the first half of your
money", Tyler said, handing a somewhat elderly man a brown
envelope, all the while keeping a careful eye on the crate which
was now being lowered into the ship's hold.

The man in question wore a pair of green
slacks and a heavy grey coat. His thinning white hair was combed
sideways, and he had a diamond earring in his right ear. He had a
classy look about him, and Tyler didn't quite know what to make of
him; in the back of his mind, he had expected a large, sweaty and
dirty man wearing a tattered captain's cap and chewing an old cigar
stub. But now, the man he had to deal with would have given Gaven
MacLeod a run for his money.

The captain thumbed the envelope open and
counted the money rapidly. Then, he counted it a second, then a
third time, and then and only then did he seem satisfied and put it
away in his jacket's inside pocket.

"Your name is Tyler, right?", he asked. Tyler
noticed that he spoke with a light Scottish accent, which only
served to reinforce the odd impression he had of the man.

"That's right. What should I call you?"

"Captain."

The man stopped and looked at Tyler out of
the corner of his eye to see what the other man would do of this
less-than-friendly reply. When he saw that nothing would be made of
it, he spoke again.

"And ye're the one in charge?"

"Correct again."

"Well, then, Mr. Tyler, let's you and I get
something straight: I dunna like the look of this whole thing one
single bit. I don't know what's in those crates, and I dunna want
to know, so don't nobody friggin' tell me. I've been paid to take
you to Australia, and that's what I'll do. I kept my word to wait
for you here, and I did, and I'll keep my word to take you to where
you're going."

"Fair enough.", Tyler simply said, slightly
amused by the captain's words.

"I've been sailing these seas and others you
haven't even heard of since before you was in diapers, sonny, so
don't you get me into no trouble. When they said I was too old to
be captain of my own ship, I took all the money I had and purchased
this lady", he said, slapping his hand against the hull. "She don't
look like much, but she don't take water either and she'll get us
where we're going if we treat her like a lady."

"I see."

"So you go about your business, and I'll go
about mine, but tell your men this: as long as they on board my
ship, they live by my rules. There'll be no womanizing, drinking,
fighting or taking the Lord's name in vain while I'm in charge; if
they can't live like that, I suggest they get off right now or
it'll be a long swim back."

"You don't have to worry about my men's
behaviour, captain", Tyler reassured him. "You won't even know
they're on board."

"This lady is all I have", the captain went
on. "My wife is gone these past eight years, my kids wouldn't know
me if I was alone in a room with them, and most of my sailing
buddies are either dead or in homes. From what I've been told, your
boss shopped around quite a bit before getting to me; seems nobody
wanted to take this job... Don't know why, and I don't care."

Tyler was a bit surprised to hear the captain
say that Gladstone had had trouble hiring a ship to take the rocket
to Australia - as far as he knew, Gladstone could have purchased a
whole fleet of ships if he'd wanted to - , but his intuition told
him that the captain might be bluffing to ingratiate himself in his
eyes as "the man who had gone out of his way to help them when
nobody else would".

More likely he'd been Gladstone's first
choice but that he hadn't been able to milk as much money out of
this job as he'd have liked, and that he was now pissed; and if he
now wanted to try and get some more money out of him, he was
welcome to try. It was also obvious that he didn't know what was in
the crates and that curiosity was now eating him alive.

"Again, captain, you won't even know we're on
board. Get us to Australia, I'll give you the rest of your money,
and we'll each go our separate ways", Tyler said. He was getting a
little tired of the man's empty posturing. "I'll stay out of your
way if you stay out of mine."

"Then I trust we understand each other", the
captain concluded. "We raise anchor at high tide in three
hours."

Tyler shook the old sailor's outstretched
hand and walked out of the cabin. Clark was waiting for him
outside, and Tyler noticed that both of his lieutenant's hands were
wrapped in white bandages. He didn't ask what had happened, as he
knew perfectly well.

"Make sure that the men are settled in. Also,
tell them that they are to behave as though Gladstone himself was
on board; I don't want any trouble from that old geezer", he said,
pointing at the cabin's door over his shoulder with his thumb while
walking away from it, Clark on his heels. "And pass the word to
Gilford and Minsch that I hold them personally accountable for
their men's behaviour."

"Very well, sir."

"One last thing, Clark: tell our men that if
anyone is caught snooping around the crates, they are to be...
neutralized."

"Yes, sir."

Clark left his boss to carry out his
instructions, and Tyler himself went up on deck from where he could
see into the ship's cargo hold. The last crate was being secured in
place, and some of Martin Gilford's men were running around making
sure that everything was in order for the next leg of their
journey; if they encountered rough seas, it would be quite
unacceptable to have the crates shift around and bang into one
another.

When he was satisfied that everything was
being taken care of, he went down to his cabin, below deck, and
dropped on his small bed; after eight days spent sleeping on the
floor, it felt strange to have a mattress under him again. He set
the alarm on his watch to sound two hours from now, and then went
promptly to sleep.

 


The wind blowing off the ocean was cold and
refreshing, but the men couldn't get enough of it: after almost ten
days spent cooped up in the train, with only the briefest moments
of relaxation and escape afforded them, most now welcomed the
opportunity to stretch their legs and breathe this soul-stirring
air. Some could be seen jogging around the deck or doing push-ups,
but most were simply gathered in small groups of four or five,
talking and laughing and, in some cases, smoking, which had been
forbidden on board the train. In the distance, the sun had begun to
drop on the horizon.

Tyler took the whole scene in with a single
glance and, for the first time, felt sure that he was going to pull
this off: he was going to deliver Gladstone his rocket, and with
that secure himself the throne.

He also felt sure that the men would stop
disappearing now that they were off the train. The guards would be
posted down in the cargo hold, with no platform to fall off of and
nowhere to disappear to; also, there would be no darkness and no
noise other than that of the ship's engines to cover the killer's
activities... assuming he was still on board, that is. Tyler
believed that he was.

"Mr. Tyler?", someone said behind him. He
turned around and saw that it was Stewart, the man who used an Uzi
at work but carried an Heckler & Koch for fun.

"Yes, Stewart."

"You were right, sir. I found this in his
cabin."

Out of his right pocket he pulled five or six
hypodermic syringes and handed them to his boss. Then, out of the
left pocket he pulled three small glass vials filled with a clear
liquid. Tyler read the name on the bottles: Nembutol.

"What is it?", he asked. "Some kind of
poison?"

"No, sir.", Stewart explained. "It's a
pentobarbital. A dose of 200mg injected in a thigh or a buttock can
cause unconsciousness in ten minutes."

"Job well done", Tyler said. "You have just
earned yourself a promotion to Deputy Chief of Security, Mr.
Stewart."

"Thank you, sir."

"Now, if you will, please ask the former
Deputy Chief of Security to join us."

"Right away, sir."

Stewart went to a small door which led below
deck, opened it and motioned at someone who could not be seen for
the moment. A trio of men appeared instants later, two of them more
or less dragging the third one. Stewart led them to Tyler.

"What happened to his face?", Tyler asked,
refering to the large ecchymose which now adorned the man's left
cheekbone.

"He objected to our search of his cabin",
Stewart explained.

"I see."

Tyler raised the man's head by the hair to
get a better look at the bruise, and then let it fall back on his
chest.

"Now, Mr. Clark", he began, "I am forced to
wonder why you would object to your cabin being searched if you
didn't have anything to hide."

"Sir, I didn't, I mean I..."

"Don't waste both our times lying, Mr. Clark.
These items were found in your things", Tyler interrupted him,
producing both the syringes and the glass vials. "Now, unless you
can give me a perfectly good explanation as to why they were found
where they were..."

"Sleeping, sir", Clark answered immediately,
his speech somewhat slurred by the blow he had taken to the face.
"I have a hard time sleeping. I need an injection every night to go
to sleep."

"Perhaps you do, perhaps you do", Tyler said
pensively. "Mr. Stewart, please roll up both his sleeves and look
for needle marks."

Stewart complied and reported soon after that
there were no needle marks to be found on either one of Clark's
arms.

"That's really too bad, Mr. Clark. A single
needle mark could have avoided you a most troublesome evening."

A sudden gust of cold wind swept the deck
and, by some strange magic, seemed to breathe new life into Clark's
decidedly limp body; his knees and back straightened, so that the
two guards no longer had to hold him up. He raised his head and
looked straight into Tyler's eyes, the wind blowing his blonde hair
wildly around.

"There are no needle marks on my arms because
I shoot myself in the ass, you prick", Clark said through clenched
teeth.

Stewart immediately punched him in the back
of the ribs, but neither Clark nor Tyler noticed that the former
had just received a blow strong enough to break a small branch.
Their eyes were locked in mortal combat and, as far as they were
concerned, that was all that existed in the world for now.

In that one instant, Tyler realized that the
man who had been his right hand, his faithful lieutenant for these
past four years was, in fact, nothing but a fraud and that his
entire behaviour had been nothing but an act: the meekness, the
devotion, the servitude... all had been fake. Only the intelligence
- that unbridled, untamed, wild intelligence he had so admired -
had been true.

And in that one instant, Tyler understood
what it means to be betrayed by someone you trust, to be stabbed in
the back by the very individual you had entrusted with guarding
that back. Clark saw that Tyler had understood, and he smiled
slightly, viciously, cruelly. Then Tyler understood what it meant
to truly hate another human being.

"Who do you really work for?", Tyler
asked.

"Like I'm going to tell you, asshole", Clark
answered before clenching his jaws in anticipation of the blow to
come, which it did half a second later.

Tyler stared at his former lieutenant a
moment longer, and then shrugged his shoulders as though washing
his hands of the man's fate.

"Very well, have it your way. Mr. Stewart,
take him below."

"Yes, sir."

"And Mr. Stewart?", Tyler called back after
they had gone less than ten feet.

"Sir?"

"Be thorough."

"Yes, sir."

Tyler watched them disappear below deck, and
then looked around him again. By some miracle, none of the men had
noticed the scene which had just taken place; or if they had
noticed, they now had the good sense of not showing that they
had.

Tyler headed for the door which led to his
cabin, somewhat relieved that the rotten apple had finally been
taken out of the basket. He opened the door, and then a voice
called from above his head:

"Tyler!" He looked up and saw the captain
looking down on him from the bridge. "I warned you", he said
loudly, pointing at him with a crooked finger. "Don't make trouble
on my ship!"

The captain then disappeared out of view;
apparently, someone had noticed the scene and, for some reason,
took exception to it. And that someone was getting tiresome and
somewhat full of himself; Tyler made a mental note to have Stewart
pay the captain a visit before too long.

 


Several hours later he was awakened by a
knock at his door. He looked at his watch and saw that it was now
4am.

"Who is it?", he asked.

"Stewart, sir."

"Come in", he said, immediately completely
alert.

Stewart opened the door cautiously, turned on
the light and slipped inside before closing the door behind him.
Tyler noticed that the man was holding his badly swollen and
bruised left hand at chest level.

"What happened to your hand?"

"He ducked at the last moment and I punched a
wall."

"Is it bad?"

"Not really. I can move all that's supposed
to move, so nothing should be broken. Besides, it's not even my
shooting hand. I'll live."

"Good. What did you find out?"

"Not down here, sir. Too many ears. Could we
go up on deck?"

"Good thinking. Let me get my coat."

"I'll meet you up there."

Tyler pulled on some pants and shoes, found
his coat and followed Stewart out the door less than thirty seconds
later.

"Over here, sir", Stewart called softly when
Tyler had walked on deck and closed the door behind him. Tyler
looked to his left and saw the man's face briefly lit up by the
incadescent glow of a cigarette. He'd earned it.

Tyler instantly understood why Stewart had
wanted to meet him up here. The wind had picked up significantly
and chased everybody below deck; and if anyone still remained up
here but them two, the wind would provide effective cover against
any unwelcome eavesdropping.

"So?"

Stewart blew out a lungful of smoke. He
fingered the small gold cross hung on a chain around his neck for a
moment longer, kissed it and then placed it back inside his
shirt.

"So, he was all talk. Some women feel more
pain giving birth than what we gave him, and yet he sang like a
canary." Stewart spit on the deck in disgust.

"And what did he sing about?"

"About Castro and the Cubans."

"Castro? What the hell does Castro want with
our rocket?". It wasn't general knowledge among the men that they
were transporting a rocket, but Tyler had filled Stewart in on most
details soon after his suspicions about Clark had begun to take
form, so he now felt at ease to talk.

"Apparently, Fidel wanted to tip it with some
explosive device and then force the embargo against his island to
be lifted. Blackmail, basically. Do business with me or I'll blow
up your capital."

"So that's how the sequel to the Cuban
Missile Crisis might take place..."

"Something like that."

"And how does Clark fit into all this?"

"I'm still in the dark about a few details,
but I think I can give you a broad outline of how the whole thing
was supposed to go down. Towards the end, he was talking so much
that I got confused."

"Tell me what you got."

"Well, apparently, ten or twelve years ago
Fidel recruited some of the best young minds in his Socialist
Paradise and sent them abroad to infiltrate a few key
organizations, with the full backing of the Cuban secret service
and with orders to be on the lookout for anything of interest."

"Like our rocket."

"Like our rocket. From what he - Clark -
tells us, they've got people everywhere: IBM, Microsoft,
McDonald-Douglas, Ford, Boeing... You name it."

"Sounds like industrial espionage."

"Not quite, sir. These guys, the Cuban
agents, aren't after small fry: they only want the big fish. They
sit quietly at their desks, working their way up in the company,
and wait for the moment to strike; they don't jeopardize their
cover by going after small stuff. If it takes twenty years before
they can make their move, that's what they're willing to put in.
They literally go for broke, but they have to be careful because
they know that they'll only get one chance, that after that they'll
be burned forever in the company."

"Sounds like a kamikaze mission: one strike,
maximum damage to the enemy, maximum benefit for your side with the
lowest possible casualties."

"A good analogy.", Stewart said.

"But what about Clark? He's got blonde hair,
he can't be Cuban."

"His father was British and his mother Cuban.
That's where he got his hair and his name. In fact, he didn't use
his father's name at all until he was sent to the United
States."

"To infiltrate our company."

"Indeed."

"..."

"And that's not the half of it, sir."

"There's more?"

"Absolutely."

"You've got my undivided attention. Let me
have one of those."

Stewart had pulled out his pack of cigarettes
and was in the process of shaking one out. He handed one to his
boss, put one between his own lips and lit them both with the same
match, which was no small feat considering the blowing wind.

"Clark's last orders were to neutralize as
many of our guards as possible during the train ride to Vladivostok
and then here on board the ship."

"What the hell for?"

"We're to be attacked by a Cuban commando
tomorrow night."

Tyler choked on his smoke and coughed for a
full minute before finally regaining control of himself. The
cigarette had dropped to the deck and Tyler watched the wind blow
it all over the place before it finally fell into the sea through a
porthole.

"Could you repeat that, please?"

"Clark was supposed to go down into the
engine room tomorrow night and cause sufficient damage to force us
to stop and drop anchor. He had also been ordered to sabotage our
radio with this."

Stewart handed Tyler a small, rectangular
black box, like those who used to pop up all over the place in any
given MacGyver episode.

"What's this?"

"A jamming device. We found it in the radio
room, hooked to the main cable. Its remote-controlled, so all he
had to do was flip a switch in the privacy of his cabin to mute
us."

"And then what?"

"Then, this commando was to sneak up behind
us, rapidly climb aboard, seize control of the ship and then sail
it to Havana."

"Sail it to Havana?"

"That's what he said, sir."

"And he volunteered all this
information?"

"Well, I wouldn't exactly say volunteered,
sir. Apparently, Castro didn't require these spies to have a great
endurance to pain; probably never expected them to be...
interrogated. Good grades, a strong sense of patriotism... but no
resistance to pain."

"I see. Anything else?"

"Details. For example, you were right to
suspect that his nightly coffee runs had something to do with the
men disappearing; he'd put a very mild sedative in the coffee, just
enough to dull their senses and slow their reflexes. That's why
nothing - apparently - happened when we had him drink some. He must
have slept quite soundly last night, though."

"Then he'd simply stick the guard in question
with his syringe; a sort of double-whammy. The man would have
barely felt anything, and then all he had to do was wait for the
drug to take effect before pushing the body off the platform."

"You got it."

"Where is he now?"

"Bring him!", Stewart called over his left
shoulder.

Immediately, the same trio as before emerged
from the shadows with the exception that, this time, the two guards
really were holding up Clark's body. It was clear that, had he been
left to stand on his own, he wouldn't have been able to do so and
would have collapsed. His head was again dangling on his chest, and
for some reason Tyler was glad he couldn't see what shape it was
in.

"Anything more to be learned from him,
Stewart?", Tyler asked without taking his eyes off the dark form in
front of him.

"No, sir. I don't think so. I found it a
little strange that he didn't have with him anything to keep in
contact with the commando, but he says he's been flying deaf and
blind since we left the States, and I tend to believe him; we've
been through everything he owns three times and we've found
nothing. I could ask him again, if you want, but..."

"Then dispose of him accordingly."

Stewart motioned the two men to bring Clark
closer to the side of the ship. He crushed his cigarette under his
heel and, ignoring the wound to his left hand, grabbed Clark by the
hair and pulled his head back. In a swift motion, he pulled out his
knife and slashed it across his victim's throat before pushing the
body over the side. It had all been done so rapidly and expertly
that not a single drop of blood fell on the deck. A muffled splash
announced that the body had reached its final resting place, and
Stewart walked back to his boss.

"What do we do now?", he asked.

"Well, Mr. Stewart, it seems that someone is
expecting us to be dead in the water some time tomorrow night, so
dead in the water we shall be."

"Sir, are you serious?"

"I am, Mr. Stewart."

"Sir, with all due respect, wouldn't it make
more sense to just keep going to Australia without stopping? I'm
not one to run from a fight, but Clark was a little short on
details about this commando. We really don't know what to
expect."

"Neither do they, Mr. Stewart, not anymore.
Running might make more sense, but it wouldn't send the right
signal. I want Mr. Castro to learn to leave our company alone, and
we can't do that if we don't meet with his men."

"Sir, I also have to remind you that a
firefight such as the one we can expect poses no small threat to
our rocket. A single bullet in the wrong place, or a grenade,
or..."

Tyler stared at the new Deputy Chief of
Security's dark frame for a moment, and then tilted his head back
to look at the dimming stars, letting the wild wind blow whatever
hair he had left around. He took a few deep breaths, and then
sighed to himself.

The rocket, of course. The fucking
rocket. In his rage at having been betrayed by Clark, in his
desire to get revenge, he had lost sight of his main mission, which
was unforgivable.

"Mr. Stewart, inform the captain that we are
not to stop under any consideration until we have reached
Australia", he ordered.

"Yes, sir", Stewart simply said before
walking away.

Revenge, almighty revenge. He wanted it so
bad he could taste it, its sweet taste mixed with that of betrayal,
anger and frustration. Revenge he wanted, but revenge was not his
to be had; not here, not tonight, not even tomorrow or next week or
next month.

When Gladstone learned of this little
adventure, no doubt he'd want to make sure personally that El
Comandante never again messed with his company.


FOUR

 


Australia's northern coast came into view two
days later, early in the morning, outlined in black by a rising sun
against the red and purple sky.

Tyler looked up at the sky and was glad to
find it free of clouds. Summer is cyclone season in Australia, and
the last thing they needed right now was a cyclone. Chances of one
occuring were quite slim since this was early winter, but with the
luck they'd had so far, Tyler wouldn't be surprised if they made
history by having one.

The problem with cyclones is that they're not
dangerous only while you're at sea, but also pose a threat to
anything that stands in their way once inland. Winds of 250km/h, as
a matter of fact, will pose a threat to anything, anywhere,
anytime.

Tyler would have felt more comfortable
knowing that the base they were going to was several hundred
kilometers inland instead of a measly 75. Still, from what he had
learned, there were some very sensible reasons for building the
base this close to the coast.

For one, it needed to be as close to the
equator as possible to maximize the "free ride" given it by the
Earth's rotation. Also, such a facility required easy access for
large and heavy loads, which were most easily transported by sea
with only short road and/or rail segments; this tended to keep the
entire costs of operation down to a reasonable level. And, last but
not least, it was much safer to drop the rocket's stages into the
sea than onto land, to say nothing of a flight aborted after
launch.

However, the people who had built the base
had been only too well aware of the threat posed by cyclones and
had taken maximum precautions to minimize it. First, the base had
been built at an elevation of some 500ft, in the middle of hills
with an average height of 1200 ft, which provided more than
adequate protection against the winds. It had been estimated that
winds of 200 km/h who encountered this "natural barrier" would die
down to approximately 60 km/h, at which point they would stop
posing a real threat to any rocket which might have been caught
standing on the launch pad.

The other problem with cyclones was the huge
amount of rain, up to 12 inches, which they could dump in a very
short time. Again, the base's elevation should provide ample
protection against any flooding, but as a measure of added
precaution so-called "monsoon drains" had been built at key
locations.

Tyler, who had studied the entire situation
carefully, knew that cyclones, in fact, would pose a greater threat
to the port at which they would be unloading the rocket and loading
it aboard yet another train.

The port was located in the Cambridge Gulf,
on the mouth of the Forest River, some 35 kilometers inland. While
the gulf was obviously quite large at the point at which they would
be entering it, it narrowed considerably as you sailed upriver.
While it had never happened in recorded history, it was a
theoretical possibility that a cyclone moving down the gulf on top
of an autumn tide could produce a massive storm surge. Still in
theory, such an event could produce the equivalent of a tidal wave
up to 10m in height which would literally smash into the head of
the gulf as it was concentrated by its narrowness.

Their ship and the rocket in its belly would
be no match for a wave with that power rushing down the gulf on
them; the ship would be destroyed, the rocket along with it, and
they would all be killed.

The port had been located so as to use the
local geography to give it some protection, but that was all that
the local geography did give it: some, as opposed to complete,
protection. A cyclone was neither expected nor forecast by anyone,
but they had the bad habit of occuring at the worst possible moment
and when they were least expected. If one did happen, they would
need to find a way to protect both ship and rocket at any possible
cost.

 


The ship sailed into the gulf before the sun
had reached its zenith, and Tyler immediately began to understand
why the Australian outback is considered by many to be inhospitable
and unsuited to human habitation. Looking at his watch, Tyler saw
that it wasn't even noon, but already the temperature was stifling
hot, even though a strong breeze blowing off the ocean provided
some relief.

"The captain says we'll be there before the
end of the day, sir", Stewart announced.

"Why not sooner?", Tyler asked, not removing
the binoculars from his eyes.

"He says that he has to be very careful. He's
never sailed this river before, so he doesn't quite know what to
expect."

"He's got maps, doesn't he?"

"Yes, sir, he does. But as you know, they had
to dredge this river to make it passable when the port was built.
If this were high tide, we'd be able to make better time; but as it
stands right now, he estimates that we're clearing bottom by less
than ten feet. If we go too fast and hit something..."

"I understand. When's the next high
tide?"

"Tide will be going down for another two
hours, and then we'll have less than six feet clearance from
bottom. Then it'll start going up again for the next ten hours. One
last thing, sir: he warns that in about an a hour from now the
river will narrow somewhat, but then it'll widen into a tidal pool
on the eastern side of which we should be able to see the
port."

"Why is that a concern?"

"Because the river will be so narrow that
he'll almost have to stop the ship to manoeuvre it through the cut
safely. He says not to be worried."

"Tell him I'm not the one who needs to be
worried."

Stewart nodded and went to convey the captain
Tyler's message. About 15 kilometers upstream, the river did indeed
pass through a narrow cut with cliffs on the south shore; at one
point, it seemed that the ship was almost standing still but,
remembering the captain's warning, Tyler kept his eyes on a tree on
the shore and saw it slowly drift past him. They were moving; not
fast, but they were moving.

Soon after, the river began to widen until
Tyler estimated that it was over one kilometer in width. He put the
binoculars to his eyes again and scanned the horizon ahead of them,
concentrating on the eastern side, but saw nothing.

Worried, he ran up to the bridge and burst
into the cabin, where he found the captain hunched over a map.

"Where's the port?", he demanded
abruptly.

"What do you mean?", the captain asked,
looking up from his map.

"You said that we'd be able to see the port
after we'd entered the tidal pool. We're in the tidal pool, and yet
I can't see anything."

"Your man told you wrong, sonny. I never said
you'd be able to see the port: I said I'd be able to see the port.
And I didn't lie, 'cause I can." The captain pointed to a point
somewhere on the horizon, towards the left of the ship's bow.
"There's your precious port."

Tyler scanned the horizon again in the
direction indicated by the old sailor, and this time caught a flash
of light reflected off a glassy surface. Examining the area more
carefully, he discovered that he could barely make out what seemed
to be the outlines of some buildings, outlines which he had at
first mistaken for some low hills. He was astounded: those
buildings were still several kilometers away, and yet the captain
could apparently see them better with his naked eyes than he could
with his binoculars.

He looked at the captain, wondering how this
was possible, but all he got in return was a look which appeared to
say, "Go ahead, ask me", so he didn't.

"We'll be there in two hours", the captain
simply added.

 


The captain docked his ship masterfully at
the brand new port facility and, after the vessel had been secured
with ropes as thick as your forearm, cranes began carefully
unloading its precious cargo and loading it aboard the train. It
all was slow and tedious work, and Tyler supervised it all from the
shade of a nearby building.

There was little else he could do. He had put
Stewart in charge of making sure that everyone was off the ship and
onboard the train as fast as possible, he had paid the captain, and
now he was watching the large crates be lifted up hundreds of feet
in the air, be carried to the train and then deposited on the
platforms ever so gently.

After a crate had been loaded on the train,
crews of men immediately went to work securing it into place. Then,
Martin Gilford's men checked the straps and locks a second time to
make sure that everything was in order, then checked them a third
time. They were sort of getting used to doing everything three
times.

Getting everything ready took most of the
remainder of the day and, instead of getting under way immediately
as he would normally have done, Tyler instead ordered everybody to
get a good night's sleep, something some had had a hard time
getting while aboard the ship. After all, the train ride to the
base would take less than two hours, and there would be little
point in showing up there after night had fallen and no work could
be accomplished; they were well on schedule, despite Clark's best
efforts, and could therefore afford to relax a little bit. Three
hours later, the sun having set and the temperature having dropped
considerably, the only men still awake were Tyler, Stewart and a
handful of guards.

 


The train started rolling even before the sun
had appeared over the horizon. After they had been under way for
about an hour and thus still one hour away from their destination,
Tyler stepped out of his car and walked the length of each and
every platform, holding on to the ropes securing the crates in
place as he walked. The train wasn’t moving too fast, so his little
excursion presented minimal damage.

He checked to make sure that all the ropes
were solid and addressed a few words to each of the guards, more to
check their alertness than to be friendly. Each responded with a
curt nod, which he found very satisfying. They were focused and
wouldn’t allow themselves to be distracted by anything or
anyone.

He walked back to his car on the other side
of the crates, again checking the ropes as he went. Halfway there
he met Stewart, who had apparently had the same idea, and the two
men simply nodded to one another before squezzing to get passed one
another on the narrow platform. Tyler reentered his car and took a
seat by a window.

All’s fine
so far , he thought to himself. In one hour we’ll be at the
base, we’ll unload the rocket, assemble it and then launch it.
Nothing to it. We’re almost there.

He felt like a marathon runner who, after an
excruciating run, finally sees the finishing line around a
corner.

The ride was somewhat smoother, since
Australia's rails were brand new where Russia's had been decades
old, which allowed all those not assigned to one duty or another to
take in the amazing contrast between what they had seen in Russia
and what they were seeing now.

Since this was early winter there was still
plenty of greenery around to be seen, but the winter's heat and
absence of rain would soon brown off the country and give the
outback the look most people assume it has year-round.

Tyler again put his binoculars to his eyes
and surveyed the country around him. The lowland plains, which they
were now traversing, were dominated by buffalo grass, which grew to
a height of approximately fifteen feet and had already started
yellowing. Still, he could here and there see patches of red rock
or soil, and it was clear that, as the vegetation died off during
the coming months, that reddish color would become prevalent just
about everywhere one looked. And here and there, like lonely
sentinels standing guard over this ancient land, growing where
nothing else dared, he saw a baobab tree.

Tyler didn’t know it but, since this was
still early dawn, his chances of seeing a kangaroo or a small
family group of emus were good, but that wasn't meant to be. Once
he thought he saw a solitary shape moving effortlessly across the
landscape, as though magically, but it disappeared before he'd had
time to react and made sure of what he had seen. The sun was
getting warmer and might be playing tricks on him.

The landscape was also dominated by small
castles of red soil which, at first, puzzled him. Who had taken the
time to build sand castles out here, and that many of them, and
why? He had to examine quite a few with his binoculars before
finally determining that they weren't sand castles at all, but
rather anthills. Tens of dozens of anthills, springing up
everywhere, in their profusion making the baobab trees look even
lonelier.

He rested his head against the back of his
seat and closed his eyes, letting the warm sun caress his face. He
again noticed how very much smoother the ride was, and how much
more comfortable the train they were now on was when compared with
what they’d had to compose with in Russia. The Russian train had,
towards the end, started to resemble an eerie and inhuman
experiment on Darwin’s theories of the survival of the fittest.

It got very cold aboard that train, and only
one heater out of three worked. It was therefore considered a great
privilege to get to sit, let alone sleep, next to one of the
working heaters. Tyler’s men had occupied most of the choice spots
most of the time, but more because the other passengers didn’t dare
challenge them for them than because they actually made any claim
to them.

Once, Tyler had even seen one of the
engineers stand up and give up his seat next to one of the working
heaters when one of the guards had entered the car. The guard
hadn’t asked for the seat, but the engineer had still yielded it to
him.

That’s the way things had gone on for most of
the trip, but towards the end the engineers and others had started
resenting having to - or at least feeling that they had to - give
up their seats. Some harsh words had been exchanged, but nothing
more had come of it. Still, had those men been forced to live with
one another longer, it might have become necessary to keep them
apart.

Tyler must have dozed off then because, when
he next opened his eyes, he saw that all around them, the
vegetation had started to change. The buffalo grass was slowly
being replaced by small, hemispherical clumps of spinifex and other
similar grasses, with bare ground in between each clump. It still
was quite green, but it already showed signs of browning off; its
meter-long, feathery seed heads waved silently in the wind.

Tyler found his binoculars and, looking out
his window in the direction of the head of the train, saw that they
were now very close to the hills in which the base was hidden.
Examining the hills through his binoculars, he couldn't help but
notice how very much they looked like bare bones unhidden by the
last threads of clothing.

The train spent the next half-hour weaving
its way through the hills in direction of the base, like a snake
looking for its hole. That made the going even slower, much like
had been the case with the ship earlier, specially now that they
had to climb to reach the base’s elevation of 500 feet.

When they finally reached the base, Tyler got
off the train and looked around. He was somewhat disappointed by
how very ordinary everything looked. The train had stopped
alongside a long platform, and gigantic cranes similar to the ones
that had unloaded the rocket off the ship the day before had
already started moving towards it.

"Welcome to Australia, Mr. Tyler", a voice
behind him said. Tyler rapidly spun around and found himself face
to face with a man who looked too old to be young and too young to
be old. The man had his hand extended out to him. Tyler took it and
shook it weakly.

"Do I know you?", he asked.

"My name is Andrew Little, Larry Minsch's
second in command", the man explained. "I've been overseeing
preparations here while Mr. Minsch made the trip with you."

"And how are the preparations coming along?",
Tyler asked, going straight to the point.

"Hey, Andy!", someone called from somewhere
on the left. They both looked in that direction and saw Larry
Minsch, his face red and his shirt damp with sweat, waving at
them.

"Hey, Larry!", Andrew Little immediately
responded. He walked to his boss and the two men hugged. Tyler
narrowed his eyes at them and waited.

"How are things here?", Minsch asked.

"I was just about to bring Mr. Tyler up to
speed", Little said. "Why don't we get you guys inside and out from
under this killer sun first." The man shaded his eyes with his hand
and looked up as he said that, as if to make sure that the sun was
indeed beating down on them. "The men will take care of the rocket
and everything else. They've been waiting for this day for a while
now."

"Damn good idea", Minsch agreed
instantly.

"I think we should stay and make sure
everything goes smoothly", Tyler objected.

"There's nothing we can do here, Mr. Tyler",
Little answered. "Mr. Gilford and his men have everything well
under control. His crew here has been training to handle crates
like those ones for three weeks now and they won't get any better
than they are now. Hell, yesterday, I even saw that guy over
there", Little pointed to a short, skinny man sitting at the
controls of a crane as large as he was small, "lower one onto a
dozen eggs and let it hang there without crushing a single
one."

Tyler looked at the man in question for a
moment, then looked to his right, saw Stewart and Gilford talk
about something and then go their separate ways, apparently in
agreement, and sighed deeply.

"There's nothing more we can do here", Little
repeated. "The men will take all the crates to the hangar and will
immediately start assembling the rocket. I've had them studying the
specs day in and day out for the past month, and my guess is that
they could assemble it with their eyes closed and one arm tied
behind their backs."



Tyler looked at Little and the man smiled
brightly at him. He was apparently in perpetual good humor, which
Tyler found quite irritating even though he had known the man for
less than ten minutes.

"Very well", he simply yielded.

"Right this way", Little said, bowing
slightly and indicating the way with his outstretched arm. The
three men started to walk towards a white Jeep waiting for them and
took place inside, Little and Minsch in the front and Tyler in the
back. "So, Larry, what about those Russian trains? Are they...",
was all Tyler caught of what Little said; the rest was mercifully
lost in the noise as the Jeep sped away.

 


The quarters that had been prepared for Tyler
and the others were not luxurious but they were clean and, more
than anything else, cool. Each had a room roughly 20 feet by 20
feet at his disposal, with a private bathroom. A single bed, a
chair, a desk and a drawer completed the furnishings. The window in
Tyler's room looked out over the back of the base, in direction of
the hills and, beyond that, the ocean.

Tyler's room, along with that of Minsch,
Bradley and a few others, was located on the sixth and last floor
of a brand new building. The men would occupy all the floors below
them, three or four to a room.

Little had brought them to a communal room at
the end of the hallway on the sixth floor. The room had windows on
three sides, which gave them the best outlook over the entire base.
Little took a pitcher of iced tea on a table, poured a glass for
each man, and started talking.

"First things first", he said. "The building
you see over there, on your left, is the command center. That's
where we'll be launching our rocket from. Ever since we got here,
I've had men practicing simulated launchings on the computers.
There are still some kinks to be worked out, but it'll take at
least a month to assemble the rocket and we will be ready by
then."

You had
better be, Smiley Face , Tyler thought to himself.

"Every man trains ten to twelve hours each
day. His two backups split the remaining time equally. All the men
are given complete physicals every other day: blood, urine... we
check everything. At the slightest hint of disease, the man in
question is removed from the base and his first backup is bumped
up. The last thing we want is missing our window or screwing up the
launch because one man has the flu."

"Good thinking", Tyler said, nodding softly.
"Has that happened yet?"

"What? Removing a man?", Little asked. Tyler
nodded again. "No sir. We gave all the men physicals before they
were brought here. All were perfectly healthy. Still, as a measure
of extra precaution, we gave them all shots against all diseases
imaginable. Then, the entire base was sanitized from end to end.
There's no way in hell they could get sick."

"What about our own men?", Tyler asked.

"The entire crew has been locked inside the
command center since they got here. They sleep, eat and work there.
They have no contact whatsoever with anyone from the outside world,
including myself. I only talk to them on the radio or through a
vidlink. They will not come in contact with anyone or anything that
could make them sick before the rocket is back on Earth."

Little smiled his eternal smile, looking in
turn from his boss to Tyler. The man seemed very pleased with
himself, and he apparently had a right to be. So far, he had done
good.

"Go on", Tyler asked.

"Very well. That unusually large building
next to the command center is the hangar inside which the rocket
will be assembled and then tipped with the orbital capsule. See,
they're taking a crate inside as we speak."

The three men stared as one of the cranes
disappeared slowly inside the building, carrying one of the crates.
The crane re-emerged sometime later, this time unnoticed, and
headed back for the platform to pick up another precious
container.

"The rocket will be assembled in there and
then tipped with the orbital capsule", Little repeated. Tyler
noticed that the man had a tendency of repeating important
information twice, as if to make sure that everybody had heard him.
"We expect everything to take four to six weeks. Even if it takes
six, we'll still be right on schedule. If it's ready before then,
it'll simply have to sit inside the hangar until we're ready to
go."

"Because the orbital capsule can only stay in
space so long and because it needs to be up there when the next
solar flare occurs", Tyler completed almost unconsciously.

"Correct", Little said. He waited to see if
Tyler wished to add anything and, when he didn't, continued his
exposé. "That long road leading from the hangar to a point behind
those hills over there is the yellow brick road the rocket will
take to reach its launching pad. If you look carefully, you'll
perhaps be able to see the top of the launch gantry to which the
rocket will be connected. I'll take you there tomorrow if you wish,
but there really isn't anything there to see."

"I still wanna see it", Tyler said
absent-mindedly.

"As you wish",
Little simply said, sipping his iced tea. "Finally, that smaller
building in the back is where Mr. Bradley and his men have been
working on the solution we'll be putting in the orbital capsule.
They've been keeping up with what little progress NASA has made,
and they feel confident that they, too, will be ready when the
launch is called."

"What's the
word on NASA?", Tyler asked.

"Nothing new so far. They're still studying
the crystal, and what they've found seems to confirm what we first
believed. Bradley's team checks and double-checks everything, but
it is becoming increasingly clear that only the attempted
controlled creation of a new crystal will answer what questions and
interrogations still remain."

"Is NASA going
for it?", Tyler asked.

"We don't know", Little confessed, his smile
disappearing for a fraction of a second. "If they are, it's got to
be the best-kept secret in the entire country. And from what I
understand, your boss' intelligence service is..."

"Yes, it is all that and more", Tyler
interrupted automatically. "What's on the agenda for the next few
days?"

"As far as you are concerned, not much I'm
afraid", Little replied very candidly. "You got the rocket here,
and now it's our turn to do our job. Of course, since this is still
your operation, you are free to walk around and ask questions. But
for the next month or so, it'll be pretty routine. My men still
need some more training, we'll be assembling the rocket, Bradley
will be working on his witch's brew..."

"So, basically, you're telling me to just
bide my time and stay out of your way", Tyler resumed coldly.

"That's not quite what I said, but you got
the essence of it", Andrew Little replied, his smile having
strangely turned a bit less good-humoured.

Larry Minsch,
who hadn't said a single word, looked at the two men and sipped
nervously his iced tea. Man this is going to be fun, he
thought.

 


It took exactly six weeks and one day to
assemble the rocket. Progress was slow at first, but the tempo
increased as the engineers became more and more familiar with the
design and their work, and thus gained confidence as time passed.
Towards the end, a kind of fever had gripped the crews, to a point
where some men refused to be replaced at the end of their shifts
and had to be physically removed, sometimes forcefully, from the
hangar. Apparently, working on this oversized model had become an
obsession for some.

Tyler had occupied those four weeks first by
trying to keep a handle on everything and then, that having failed,
by familiarizing himself with the base and its surroundings.

He had been at first very interested in
knowing how Andrew Little and Larry Minsch had trained their
engineers and technicians. He asked general questions, and got
general answers. When he tried to get more specific, Little tried
to simplify everything as best he could, but most of what he said
went right over Tyler's head. In the end, too, Tyler had noticed a
note of impatience in Little's voice, as if to make him understand
that he was wasting his time.

Tyler had then decided to review every
security measure in place at the base to see if they couldn't be
improved, but found that Stewart had already done it. They
discussed it some more and when Tyler insisted that they go over
everything one more time, Stewart made it very clear to him that
they'd just be wasting time.

"I've met with the aboriginal representative
here", Stewart explained. "He tells me that no white man can cross
the desert at this time of year without his people noticing.
There's simply no way they can get through. But if someone attempts
to, we'll be immediately informed."

"Yes, still we...", Tyler had tried to
insist.

"Sir, with all due respect, if someone was to
stop us, they'd have done it by now. Clark tried to, but we stopped
him... dead in the water, if you'll pardon the pun. No one is going
to come at us out here, in the middle of the outback."

"I will not take anything for granted, Mr.
Stewart", Tyler said more forcefully. "If we let our guard
down..."

"Again, with all due respect, sir,", Stewart
immediately countered. "Getting the rocket out of Russia and here
was the hard part, and we did that. No one knows we're here that
shouldn't know."

"See, Mr. Stewart, that's where you're
wrong", Tyler said, half a smile on his lips, pointing to the
ceiling with a finger. "Someone that shouldn't know we're here
knows."

Stewart looked up at the ceiling, clearly
puzzled, and then back at his boss. He looked at the ceiling again,
searching for something, and then realized that Tyler wasn't
pointing at the ceiling at all but at the sky.

"Satellites", he simply said.

"Very good", Tyler answered, as though
congratulating a pupil who has just solved a very difficuly
problem. "There are hundred of satellites up there watching us,
photographing everything we do. Our little trek across Russia might
not have generated much interest, but I can assure you that a train
docking at a supposedly-non-operational base in the middle of the
Australian outback and then unloading thirteen crates that were
then taken inside a hangar, more than caught someone's eye
somewhere."

"What are we going to do about it?"

"What can we do? Even Gladstone couldn't stop
Uncle Sam from sending a couple thousand Marines to shut us down if
that's what he wanted to do. This is where we are most vulnerable,
despite what you might think."

"We're sitting ducks, basically."

"Until the rocket is up in space, yes we are.
Our only hope is that Sam, having noticed what we're doing, is
still wondering what he's going to do about it. All he's likely to
know is that we're getting ready to launch a rocket; he might not
know exactly why, and that makes a hell of a big difference.
Knowing that we're trying to beat him to the technological
breakthrough of the century might prove a big incentive for him to
try and stop us."

"And if he does try to stop us..."

"Again, what can we do? All we can hope is
that he dithers over it long enough for us to get our rocket in
space. The Australian government doesn't know what we're up to, and
if Uncle Sam wants to send Marines to invade the outback, he'll
first have to clear it with the Aussies. And the Aussies are likely
to want to know why the Marines will be coming, and Sam might not
be willing to share this information with them. The whole thing
could get very complicated and thus buy us the time we need."

"Or the U.S. could just lie, or decide that
they don't need the Australian governement's permission and just go
for it. Invade first and explain later.", Stewart suggested.

"That it could do, although the diplomatic
incident thus created would rival anything we have seen so far. The
U.S. needs Australia's support in this corner of the woods to
counter Japan's increasing influence and power, especially with the
creation of the Pacific Economic Community by Japan, South Korea
and Singapore."

"We might still be vulnerable to a single
saboteur, though. Clark proved that eloquently", Stewart insisted.
Tyler admired his stubborness.

"I'll grant you that. Tighten the security
around the hangar where the rocket is being assembled."

Those activities had occupied the first three
days of his stay at the base. That had left him with more time on
his hands than he knew how to spend.

So, he had taken the habit of rising half an
hour before the sun, taking one of the Jeeps at their disposal and
going for a drive around the base. Since the base was located in
the middle of hills averaging 1,200 feet in height, he would drive
to the top of one of those hills and watch the sun come up over the
base. It was a spectacular sight.

From his vantage point, he was better able to
appreciate how brilliant it had been to build a base here, but also
how foolish. Brilliant because its location close to the ocean and
the equator, and far from any populated areas, made it unique in
the world.

But also very foolish because, while the
hills around it would provide efficient natural protection against
any storm that might blow in from the ocean and across the outback,
they also trapped it inside a basin that would fill with rainwater
should the storm prove too intense. If rain came down too hard, in
other words, the base ran the risk of being flooded.

Driving around, Tyler had discovered that a
very intricate system of ditches had been built in the hills all
around the base. From what he could tell, all the ditches, which
were approximately five feet wide and three feet deep, converged
towards two main drains that ran straight under the center of the
base and emerged on the other side of the hills, one on the east
and one on the west, where the water would no longer pose a threat
to the base. He had no idea how much water such a system might be
able to evacuate in one hour, but it had to be incredible.

 


Martin Gilford and his movers had left the
base as soon as all of the rocket's parts had been unpacked, since
they were no longer needed. That left only the engineers, the
chemists and the guards to coexist.

The engineers and chemists were kept
extremely busy by their preparations and training, while the guards
found that they served very little purpose as they apparently had
no one or nothing to guard the rocket against. Such inactivity was
very hard on their morale. Shooting contests were organized and
arm-wrestling tournaments hastily put together, but the men soon
grew bored of them. A few fights broke out over less than nothing,
and Tyler was finding it increasingly hard to maintain discipline
among his troops. He was therefore more than a little relieved when
he was informed one day soon after returning from his morning
explorations that the rocket was finished.

It now stood in the hangar, all 174 feet of
it, orbital capsule included. The solution still needed to be added
in the capsule, but that would only be done at the last moment.
They were ready to go.

 


Strangely enough, that posed a new,
unforeseen problem. They were ready to go, but had nowhere to go.
Not just yet, in any case.

The next solar flare, if one occured, would
only take place in 47 days, or roughly 102 days since Gladstone had
summoned three men to a secret location to explain to them what he
intended to do and enlist, as opposed to sollicit, their
collaboration.

Forty-seven days, another six weeks or so
during which they could do nothing but wait. There was no point in
rolling the rocket out now, as it would unnecessarily put it in
jeopardy.

"Problem is, I'm too damn efficient for my
own good", Tyler once half-joked to Stewart when the latter asked
why they had needed to get here so early prior to the launch.

All they could do was wait. So wait they
did.

 


The rocket was rolled out seven days prior to
launch, on a giant tractor trailor, and taken ever so slowly and
carefully to the launch pad. Tyler walked alongside the trailor,
whose wheels stood twice as high as he was tall, and couldn't help
but be overwhelmed by its awesome majesty when he looked up at
it.

Its white and green profile was outlined
incredibly clearly across the blue sky and, had he not seen the
tractor's wheel turn slowly, he would have believed it to be
standing motionless. It gave off an impression of unstoppable power
and might, a power and might that were just waiting to be harnessed
to reach the stars.

As huge and mighty as it looked, Tyler again
had to remind himself that it was only about half the size of the
Saturn V rocket which had taken Armstrong to the Moon. But he
didn't have to reach the Moon: a standard orbit would suit his
purpose just fine, thank you very much.

And looking at it, Tyler only now fully
realized what an incredible feat he and his men had just pulled
off: they had taken an object this size, disassembled it, taken it
for a journey of many thousands of miles, put it back together and
were now getting ready to send it into orbit.

He squinted at the sky, trying to make out
the tip of the rocket, but couldn't. The sun was rising fast, and
the light was getting stronger by the minute. The reflection off
the shiny white rocket was blinding, so Tyler looked down and saw
Minsch and Little talking to one another a few dozen feet ahead of
him. He started walking faster and caught up to them.

"... then we'll test all the systems a second
time, then a third, and only at the last moment, say T minus five
hours, will we fuel it up", he heard Minsch instruct Little. The
man nodded pensively, his usual smile having apparently been
temporarily misplaced.

"I missed the first part of what you just
said", Tyler informed Minsch.

"Nothing you don't already know, Tyler, or
that Andy here didn't either. I'm just making sure we all are
heading in the same direction... Up", he replied, pointing at a sky
with a thumb sticking out of a closed fist.

"Humor me", Tyler insisted.

"We'll take the rocket to the lauch pad. That
oughta take us another...", Minsch looked at his watch, "... 40
minutes or so. Then we have a gadgillion cables to hook up, which
will take us the remainder of the day and most of tomorrow. The
following couple of days will be spent checking all those
connections and running a few more simulations for our men.
Finally, when all that is done and we're less than 24 hours from
liftoff, we'll fuel the rocket."

"Why not fuel it sooner?", Tyler asked.
Minsch and Little exchanged an amused look which Tyler found quite
irritating, and Little finally explained.

"The fuel is highly explosive and dangerous
to handle. Once the rocket is fueled, it becomes a ticking time
bomb. If anything goes wrong - a spark, a bad connection, anything
- it could blow up in our faces. We have to remember that this
technology is over 30 years old; it's reliable, but only to a
point. Only when we're sure that nothing will go wrong will we fuel
it up."

"I see", Tyler conceded, thinking himself a
fool for not having figured it out himself. "That makes sense."

"Don't kick yourself", Little added, his
smile having reappeared out of nowhere. "This isn't your area of
expertise. You're good with guns and hand-to-hand combat; we're
good with rockets and stuff."

Tyler stared at the younger man for a moment,
wondering whether the last had been meant as an insult in disguise
or something of the kind, but Little simply avoided his gaze and in
turn looked up at the rocket.

"Pretty lady, ain't she?", he said almost
imperceptibly.

 


Tyler was sound asleep, when he was awaken by
someone banging on his door. He woke suddenly, looked at his watch
, which read 5:12am, and his heart jumped in his throat. Whatever
had happened that it earned him to be awakened at this hour
couldn't be good. The banging at this door grew more impatient.

"Coming, coming!", he said, getting out of
bed.

He opened the door and Stewart came barging
in, his hair a mess and his overcoat slightly damp. He walked
straight passed his boss, not even noticing that the latter was
wearing only soxes and boxer shorts, and went to the window.

"Stewart, what's going on for crying out
loud?", Tyler demanded, irritated.

"Look at this", Stewart simply said, pulling
the drapes open with a characteristic noise.

Tyler approached the window and looked
outside. Normally, at this hour of the morning, the sky was painted
warm colors of red and orange by the sun peeking out from behind
the hills. But not this morning: this morning, the sky was grey and
very heavy with clouds. Tyler looked, but didn't quite
understand.

"So what, it's raining! We've had non-stop
sunshine ever since we got here", he protested.

Stewart then simply handed him a single white
sheet of paper with four lines typewritten across the top.

"We got this less than ten minutes ago", he
simply added. Tyler read the three lines, and his heart, this time,
almost stopped.

 


Tropical
depression has formed in sea of timor. heading for northern coast.
Strong seas warning has been issued. Depression should not come
ashore. Cyclone possible but highly unlikely. Next bulletin as
developments warrant .

 


"Cyclone", Tyler mumbled.

"Cyclone", Stewart repeated.

Tyler crumpled the sheet of paper and threw
it across the room. He then kicked his shoes and they slid out the
open door into the hallway.

"Fuck ! We don't need this!", he
screamed.

"Whether we need it or not is not the point.
What we're gonna do about it is", Stewart said.

"Yes, of course.", Tyler agreed, calming down
somewhat. "Gather everybody in Little's office. I'll join you there
in 10 minutes."

Stewart nodded and left. Tyler hurriedly got
dressed and, just before walking out of his room, caught a glimpse
of the weather outside. He punched a wall and slammed the door
behind him.

 


The air in Andrew Little's office was thick
with smoke and heavy with tension. The faces around the table were
understandably gloomy. Timothy Bradley was carefully examining the
fingernails on his left hand and then taking them to his mouth
before spitting out whatever he had managed to bite off. When Tyler
walked in, Larry Minsch emptied his cup of coffee and then crushed
the styrofoam container in his hand.

"Gentlemen", Tyler simply said, taking an
empty chair, "I trust you all are aware of the new problem facing
us. As I was very recently reminded, the question now is not
whether or not we wish to deal with it, but how we are going to
solve it. Suggestions."

"We seem to be forgetting that cyclones
simply don’t happen this time of year », Bradley said, looking
up from his manicure for an instant. « Is this the real thing
or just a good scare? »

"Like the note said, cyclones are extremely
rare this time of year", a man Tyler had never seen before
answered. "But they are possible. I'd say less than one
percent."

"Then what are we worried about?", Bradley
asked, shrugging. "Why not just let this storm go its merry little
way and go about our business?"

"I'm not willing to take that chance, Mr.
Bradley", Tyler immediately answered. "I agree that this is
probably nothing we need worry about, but we need to be ready for
the worse. If a cyclone does form, what are we going to do about
it?"

"What can we do?", Larry Minsch asked.

"I'm asking you, gentlemen. You all are
experts in your own field. That's why you are here."

"Well, from my point of view", Larry Minsch
began, "I can tell you that winds of only 60 km/h pose a
significant threat to the rocket. From what I know, in a cyclone,
winds are much stronger than that, right?"

"They can reach up to 250 km/h, but that's
exceptional", the man who had spoken before and who seemed the
resident meteorology expert said. "My guess is around 100 km/h now,
down to 60 km/h here because of the hills all around us."

"As long as the rocket is tied to the launch
gantry, it's not likely to topple", Minsch went on, his hands
chasing each other in midair. "But those winds will be whipping
dust and garbage around something awful; if a pebble hits the wrong
spot..."

"How can we protect it?", Tyler asked.

"Two ways: either we bring it back inside the
hangar, or we launch it."

"You've got to be kidding", Tyler said,
flabbergasted.

"No he's not", Andrew Little jumped in.

Tyler let himself fall back in his chair and
sighed heavily. He stared at each of the men around the table, but
all looked down or away when his gaze met theirs.

"They are both unacceptable", Tyler finally
said. "I need something else."

"There is nothing else. Either we bring it
back inside, or we launch it early", Little repeated.

"Aren't we jumping the gun here a little
bit?", Tim Bradley said. "We're getting all worked up over a storm
that's still over 300 kilometers from us. Even this rain we're
getting is only from its fringe!"

"Again, I agree with you, Mr. Bradley. But
again, we need to know what we're going to do if a cyclone forms
and heads for us, and we need to know now. It won't be time to make
up our minds when the cyclone is right on top of us. Mr. Minsch",
Tyler said, now turning his attention to the engineer. "Which one
of the two options is the best?"

"That's like asking me whether I want to be
shot or hanged!", Minsch joked, throwing his crumpled cup of coffee
away. "Considering what we're trying to do..."

"Yes?", Tyler pressed him, seeing the other
man's hesitation.

"I say we launch early."

A stunned silence gripped everybody in the
room, Tyler included. The only one who didn't seem surprised was
Andrew Little.

"If we take the rocket back inside the hangar
and wait for this storm to blow over", Minsch explained, knowing
that all eyes were now on him, "we won't be able to go for another
launch for at least five days. If we unhook everything, it means
that we'll have to rehook everything and check each connection all
over again. As things stand right now, we are less than twenty-four
hours from liftoff."

"Five days is unacceptable", Tyler said. "The
orbital capsule needs to be in space in less than forty-eight hours
if we are to maximize our chances of catching another solar
flare."

"I know", Minsch simply answered.
« Hence my choice to launch. »

Another heavy silence fell on the room, each
man lost in his own thoughts and considerations. A few minutes
elapsed before Tyler said:

"Two questions. One: if I tell you to go
ahead with the launch, can you pull it off?" Minsch looked at
Little who shrugged and nodded after considering it for a
moment.

"Yes we can. We are running a final check on
all systems even as we speak. The men were scheduled to train until
the last moment, but they're ready."

"Very well. Two: how long in advance do you
need to know?"

"The fueling itself can take up to four
hours, a countdown of two hours... At least six hours, but ten
would be nice too."

"Ten hours it is, then", Tyler said, standing
up. "I'll keep you posted on my decision. Stewart, you and I are
going for a ride. Let's go."

"One more thing you should know", Minsch
said.

Tyler froze, half-sitting and half-standing,
looked at Minsch, and then sat back down. "What is it?", he
asked.

"Before we can begin fueling the rocket, we
need to evacuate the entire base."

"Come again?", Tyler asked, his eyes wide in
surprise. "Evacuate the base? What in the name of God for?"

"The fuel we're using is extremely flamable
and explosive. The slightest mistake could set it off and turn the
rocket into the biggest goddam firecracker you've ever seen. If it
blows, it'll rattle windows all the way to bloody Sydney, and these
buildings will be severly damaged, if not leveled, by the shock
wave", Minsch explained.

He paused and waited for his announcement to
sink in. He looked at the people around the table in turn and then
continued.

"In the U.S., no one is allowed within three
miles of the launch pad once they've started fueling the shuttle.
Here, the lauch pad is only half that distance from the Command
Center; the lauch pad was positioned so that, in the event of an
explosion, the hills would absorb and dissipate the shock wave and
protect the buildings. Still, if the rocket blows, it'd be safer
for all non-essential personnel to be at least three miles
away."

"Can we get the train back in time?", Tyler
asked Stewart.

"If I call for it now, it can be here in a
little under two hours. There won't be a problem getting everybody
on board", his assistant informed him.

"Get to it now. Then, inform all the men that
they are to be ready to leave at a moment's notice. I'll join you
outside in a moment."

Stewart left the room to carry out his
orders, and Tyler turned his attention back to Minsch. "How many
men will you leave behind?"

"A skeleton crew, really. Computers handle
all the delicate work, and humans are needed only to keep an eye on
the computers. Andy and I will figure out exactly how many are
needed. I think it's safe to end the quarantine our men in the
Command Center have been under since we got here, with the launch
being imminent anyway. Even if a couple get sick, we'll still have
plenty of backups to carry out the rest of the mission."

"Very well", Tyler simply said, standing up
again.

He walked out of the room and went back to
his own room on the sixth floor. There, he took a heavy raincoat, a
pair of rubber boots, a cap, which he put on. He then went to make
the most important phone call of his life.

 


When he opened the door, it seemed to him
that the rain and wind had gained strength and ferocity. Shielding
his face with his left hand, he scanned around, looking for
Stewart. He spotted him standing next to a Jeep, about one hundred
feet from him. His lieutenant was screaming into a walkie-talkie,
his yellow raincoat battered around by the blowing wind. Tyler ran
to catch up to him.

"What's the word on that train?", he
asked.

"I just finished talking to them. They're
having a problem with the brakes - seems our rocket was a bit too
heavy and damaged them some - and they're working on it now. They
expect to be done in three hours, and will get under way then."
Stewart wiped some water off his forehead and turned his back to
the wind.

"If they said three hours, let's assume six.
Means they could be here only late this afternoon. Let's hope
that's good enough."

"What if it isn't?", Stewart asked.

"Then we'll just hope we can fuel the rocket
without blowing it and us all straight to hell", Tyler replied.
Stewart nodded in grim agreement. "What about the storm?"

"Nothing new yet."

"All right. Take the wheel", he ordered,
indicating the Jeep they were standing next to, "I'll tell you
where to go."

They both got in the Jeep and Stewart engaged
the four-wheel drive vehicle in first gear. They rolled slowly off
the base, and Tyler directed him to a hill he had discovered during
one of his morning explorations. The rain made the ground very
slippery and treacherous, the vehicle almost got stuck in the mud a
couple of times and, by the time, they reached the top of the hill,
at an elevation of almost 1500 feet, the Jeep was entirely covered
with mud.

Up there, the storm appeared even stronger
since they at the complete mercy of its fury, being no longer
shielded by the hills. Several strong gusts of wind shook the Jeep
and, looking out his window, Tyler saw that water had started
carving thin rivulets in the soft soil. No doubt these thin
rivulets would increase in strenght and size as the rain grew more
intense.

"What are we doing here?", Stewart
enquired.

Not even bothering to reply, Tyler fished a
cellular phone out of his pocket and dialed about 20 numbers.
Stewart frowned.

« How can you place call on a cell phone
from out here ? », he asked.

« Iridium », Tyler simply replied,
referring to the network of satellites that hoped to make satellite
phones as common as regular cellular phones. Stewart nodded.

"Yes, sir", Tyler suddenly said. He looked at
Stewart out of the corner of his eye. "I know... Yes, I
understand... The weather looks pretty bad... If we wait for it to
blow over? That could delay the launch by as much as six or seven
days... Yes, sir, I know, unacceptable... I understand that very
well... If you say so, Mr. Gladstone... I thought it best to get
your confirmation on either course of action... Yes, sir...
Yes,sir... Yes, sir... Of course, sir... Very well."

With that, the entire conversation having
lasted no more than three minutes, Tyler hung up and put the phone
back in his pocket. He stared straight ahead of him at the falling
rain, silently cursing it. Another gust of wind shook the Jeep,
even sliding it sideways a couple of feet.

"What did he say?", Stewart asked.

Before Tyler had had a chance to answer,
Stewart's walkie-talkie crackled with static. He took it out of its
holster, adjusted a few knobs, and said:

"Sicily, come again please."

"Leonardo, this is Sicily. Over."

"I hear you, Sicily. Come again please.
Over."

"We have news on the storm, Leonardo.
Over."

"I'm listening, Sicily. Over."

"It has changed course and is now on a
south-south-east course, heading for the Australian mainland. It's
expected to enter Cambridge Gulf in less than five hours.
Over."

"Got that loud and clear, Sicily. Over."

"Also, it's been upgraded to a Category One
cyclone, Leonardo. Over."

"Roger that, Sicily. Category One cyclone.
Leonardo out."

"Sicily out."

Stewart put the radio back in its holster and
looked at the man sitting next to him. Tyler's face could have been
carved in stone.

"That settles it, then", he simply uttered
through clenched teeth. "We launch in ten hours."

 


The last man climbed aboard the train and
rapidly closed the door behind him to shut out the rain.

"That's the last of them", Stewart informed
Tyler. "Everyone is accounted for, except one."

"One? Who?"

"I don't know his name. He's the guy the
Aboriginals sent here as their representative. We couldn't find him
anywhere."

"Any idea where he went or what he looks
like?"

"Not really. All I know is that he's got a
tattoo on his face."

"Dangerous?"

"No, not really. The Aboriginals fancy
themselves the keepers of this land, so he was just here to keep an
eye on us, so to speak... Nothing to worry about."

"Good. Now get out of here."

"I really do wish you'd change your mind and
come with the rest of us, sir."

"No." He looked at his watch. "As soon as the
train is two miles away, we'll begin fueling the rocket. Then
another two hours to run a final check on everything... We should
have liftoff sometime between six and nine tonight. I have to stay
behind."

"But you heard what Minsch said", Stewart
protested, now screaming to be heard above the noise the wind made.
"If the rocket blows, those hills will only provide minimal
protection against the shock wave."

"That's not quite what he said, but I get the
idea", Tyler said, he too now screaming. "I appreciate your
concern. But I need to stay here. If the rocket explodes, maybe
it'll do me the favor of taking me along with it."

Stewart stared at the other man, puzzled, and
a look of comprehension slowly dawned on his features.

"Mr. Gladstone isn't a very forgiving man, is
he?"

"Those were your words, Mr. Stewart, not
mine." Tyler was now glad that the wind was so strong, as it
practically guaranteed that no one could overhear their
conversation. "Let me just put it to you this way, however: if the
rocket explodes and doesn't kill me, look for me in a Buddhist
temple somewhere in Tibet next time you're there."

"With all due respect, sir, somehow, I don't
think the monks would much appreciate your... style", Stewart
replied, half a smile on his lips, his head tilted to the right to
shield his face from the rain. Tyler answered his smile with a
wink.

"A word to the wise, Mr. Stewart", he said,
now dead serious. "If this rocket blows, if I were you, I too would
consider a trip to Tibet."

"I'll keep that in mind, sir, even though I
always found the jungles of Sumatra very attractive. Good luck,
sir." Stewart extended his hand and Tyler shook it. His throat was
now raw from screaming.

"To us all, Mr. Stewart, to us all."

Tyler turned around and headed for his Jeep
while Stewart climbed aboard the train, which immediately got under
way. Apparently, they had been waiting for him. Tyler never looked
back; he knew which road he now needed to travel, and that road lay
ahead of him.

 


"It's like the motherfucker is homing right
in on us", Tyler said, looking over the shoulder of the man sitting
at the tracking radar.

"It does look that way, sir", the man simply
answered.

In the time it had taken to load the men on
board the train, the cyclone had gained strength and been upgraded
from a Category One to a Category Two. It had also changed course
and was now heading straight for the base, aiming to hit it head on
in less than five hours. It seemed to be attracted to it like iron
fillings to a magnet.

"What kind of winds are we talking about?",
Tyler asked. He ran a hand through his matted hair, covering the
radar screen with a shower of water partlets. The radar operator
briefly looked up at him, annoyed, wiped his screen and then
said:

"At the center, gusts can reach up to 140
km/h. As it gets away from the water and comes closer to the hills,
I'm predicting it'll lose considerable strenght. We can still
expect winds upwards of 80 km/h when it hits, should it stay on
course."

"Oh, it'll stay on course all right", Tyler
predicted, walking away. "It'll stay right on course."

He went to join Larry Minsch in the next
room. Minsch too was looking over the shoulder of a man sitting at
a screen.

"How do winds of 80 km/h sound to you?",
Tyler asked.

"Like something we could bloody well do
without", Minsch said, never taking his eyes off the screen. "We
just started fueling the rocket."

He indicated a rectangle in the upper left
hand corner of the screen. The rectangle was empty for now, but it
was slowly being filled in red. Next to it, numbers were going up:
1%, 2%, then 3%, then 4%... The progress was agonizingly slow.

"So far so good", Minsch said.

"Let's try and keep it that way", Tyler
replied.

He went to a window nearby and tried to spot
the rocket with his binoculars, but the storm outside made it
impossible to see anything. Frustrated, he threw his binoculars
against the opposite wall, where they exploded with the
unmistakable sound of broken glass. A few men looked up, but none
had much time to waste paying attention to Tyler's outburst. They
went back to work almost immediately.

"Calm down, Tyler.", Minsch said gravely.
"This actually looks much worse than it is. It won't be easy, but
we'll get your rocket up there. Now go sit down somewhere and let
us do our job."

Tyler spun around to answer something, but
was met by Andrew Little's gaze. Little and his perpetual smile.
Tyler opened his mouth to say something, but decided against it and
went to join the radar operator again, who was none too happy to
see him return.

 


97%... 98%...
99%... 100%... Fueling completed. Shutting off all valvs.

Larry Minsch breathed a heavy sigh of relief.
The rocket hadn't exploded, and this despite being fueled with a
highly explosive fuel under less than ideal conditions.

"Tyler!", he barked suddenly. "We're
done!"

Tyler sprang out of his chair, spilling most
of the coffee in his styrofoam cup on his hand without even
noticing, and ran to the screen Minsch was standing by. He too saw
the rectangle now completely filled in red and the flashing
informations.

"Very good", he said, barely able to conceal
his excitement. "What now?"

"We start the countdown at T minus two hours.
That's as short as we can make it, before you ask. In two hours
from now, then, your little toy will be on its way to the
stars."

"Excellent, excellent", Tyler said, even more
excited.

"What's the latest on this bloody cyclone?",
Minsch enquired.

"It seems to be slowing down a bit. The winds
close to center are now clocked at close to 60 km/h. It's getting
better."

"Better, but not good enough. As it is right
now, standing there all fueled up, the rocket is still a frigging
time bomb. One gust of wind a little too strong, and who knows...?
As long as the launch gantry hasn't be removed, it isn't as bad,
but we're gonna have to remove it one of these days."

"I know", Tyler replied curtly. "Isn't that
why we're hurrying the launch?"

"Yes. Right now, we've got winds of between
35 and 40 km/h, with gusts up to 45 km/h. The rain isn't helping
any either."

"I'll radio the train to come back with the
men", Tyler said.

"No way. Haven't you been paying attention to
what I just said?", Larry Minsch snapped.

"What the hell are you talking about?", Tyler
snapped right back. "I thought that the whole point of evacuating
the base was to get the men away from here in case something went
wrong during fueling?"

"It was, but I just explained to you that the
rocket, standing there in this wind, is still a bomb waiting to go
off. If we bring the men back and the wind topples the rocket,
we'll be the only ones really safe. This building, the Command
Center, is reinforced; the other buildings are not. Or we could
rely on the hills to disperse the eventual blast..."

"So what you're telling me that we can't
bring them back until the launch is over."

"Exactly."

Tyler nodded and walked back to the window he
had found gave him the best vantage point. Rain was still falling
heavily, lashing the buildings with each gust of wind, at times
appearing not to be falling down but flying sideways. He took his
new pair of binoculars and tried again to make out the outline of
the rocket through the dense clouds, but failed again.

He swept his gaze from left to right, trying
to see something, anything... He saw that one of the drains built
to keep the base from being flooded was now almost half-filled with
water, and hoped it wasn't getting clogged before remembering that
that particular drain actually collected water from several smaller
ones.

"This ain't nothing, mate", a man said behind
him.

Tyler turned around and found himself face to
face with a man he didn't remember ever meeting. The man had dark
skin, peculiar features, and some sort of tattoo on the left side
of his face.

"What did you say?", Tyler asked.

"I said that this storm you're worried about
ain't nothing to worry about", the man repeated. Tyler stared at
him for a moment longer and then resumed his examination of the
storm outside. Unphased, the man kept talking.

"We had one back in 1987, I remember... Now
that was a cyclone. I was in Port Hedland at the time, and I
remember that the airport recorded a 220 km/h gust before losing
its anymo... ameno..."

"Anemometer", Tyler simply said, barely
paying attention.

"Aye, that's what it was, an anyno... That
thing you said. Anyway, I'd been visiting friends of mine in
Hedland when that sucker came in, so we all hid in their house.
Their kids were really scared. At one point, we saw the wind peel
away the roof off the house across the street from them, like a
banana being peeled... Then the yellow rock wool in the ceiling
started to fly away... A storm like that would've picked up your
little toy and dumped it in the sea!"

Tyler still wasn't paying much attention to
what the man was saying, but he had nonetheless noticed that the
man spoke in a very low, very slow voice which sounded almost...
ancient.

"But the storm passed, just like this one
will. Houses were rebuilt, trees replanted, windows replaced...
When a cyclone comes, there ain't nothing you can do about it but
wait for it to be done whatever it was sent to do."

"What are you talking about?", Tyler said,
spinning around, the binoculars clutched in his left hand.

"Nothing. All I said is that the cyclone will
do what it was sent to do and then go away. But it won't leave
before its business here with us is done."

"What kind of business could a cyclone have
with us? What kind of bullshit is that?", Tyler asked,
exasperated.

"I don't know that. All I know is that none
of us here is in charge of the land; the land is in charge of the
land. And if it doesn't like what we're doing to it, it'll find a
way to let us know, or maybe even stop us..."

"The land is.... What?", Tyler asked, this
time almost screaming at the man, who didn't flinch. "Who the hell
are you? Why didn't you leave with the others?"

"They tried to make me leave, but I hid and
they couldn't find me. I wanted to stay behind, because this is
where I belong."

"Oh, now I get it... You're that guy Stewart
couldn't find, the guy the Aboriginals sent here to keep an eye on
us", Tyler said, now sounding a lot more relaxed and almost
amused.

"That is a white man's way of seeing my role
here. I could try and explain to you how I see it, but I doubt
you'd understand. The land talks to me, and I talk to it; sometimes
it replies, sometimes it doesn't. But at all times must you listen
very carefully, in case it decided to tell you something."

"And what is the land telling you now,
Yoda?", Tyler asked, more sarcastic than ever.

"It isn't telling me anything you'd
understand."

"And I don't suppose you could talk to it and
make that cyclone go away?"

"No, of course not. I don't have that power
anymore than you do. But even if I did, what makes you think that I
would help you?"

The two men stared at one another for a
moment, Tyler hesitating between anger and laughter, the Aboriginal
completely stonefaced. A sudden gust of wind tore a branch loose
from one of the nearby trees and slammed it hard against the window
next to which Tyler was standing, sending a loud crack, like a gun
being fired, to reverberate across the Command Center.

Tyler almost jumped out of his skin at the
noise and spun around rapidly. When he turned back, the Aboriginal
was gone.

 


"T minus six
seconds... Ignition!", the voice announced over the
loudspeaker.

The ground began to shake almost immediately.
Tyler kept his binoculars fixed on a point over a mile away, trying
to see through the cyclone, and his heart almost stopped when he
spotted a brilliant flash of light.

"T minus one
second... Liftoff, we have liftoff."

At first, he thought the rocket had exploded
on the ground, that the storm had damaged it somehow, but then his
fears were calmed when the flash of light began to make its way
upwards, slowly at first and then faster and faster before finally
disappearing from sight.

"Your rocket is on its way, Tyler", Andrew
Little said from behind him, resting a hand on his shoulder.

Almost three miles away, sitting in a train
wagon being rocked from side to side by the wind, Stewart looked
out his window and he, too, saw a supernatural star suddenly appear
in the sky and slowly start climbing. He must not have been the
only one, for cheers and hurrahs were heard all over the train.

"I guess the jungles of Sumatra will have to
wait a little while", he muttered to himself.

He had no idea how wrong he was.

 


Not long after the rocket had lifted off, the
eye of the cyclone passed over the base, shrouding it in an eerie
silence for almost 20 minutes. Then the eye was gone, and the
cyclone returned with more intensity than ever.

After Minsch had informed him that their
orbital capsule had been placed on its scheduled orbit of 283
nautical miles by 307 nautical miles, Tyler had returned to his
room and radioed for the train to return immediately, and it had.
Stewart and he had talked briefly, but both men were exhausted;
they also knew that the next step was completely out of their
hands.

If the National
Solar Observatory reported within the next ten day a major solar
flare similar to the one which had flooded LISSA with radiation
almost four months ago now, then all they'd still have to do would
be to wait for the right time to deorbit the capsule, go fish it
out of the Pacific and hope to find their crystals inside.

But if the N.S.O. did not report such a
flare, well, then, they could reasonably expect their boss to be
most upset over having just wasted upwards of 200 million dollars.
And if their boss got upset, they'd probably have to flip a coin to
decide between Tibet and Sumatra.

 


The orbital capsule tirelessly and endlessly
went around and around the Earth, patiently waiting for the Sun to
throw a tantrum or for its human masters to order it to come back
down to Earth.

Almost 300 nautical miles below, some 78
hours after the launch, only six men were still on duty in the
Command Center. Four of them were playing cards, one was reading
and the sixth was dozing off on his desk. They were the ones who
had been assigned to the night shift tonight while all the others
caught up on the sleep they had missed during training.

The man sleeping on his desk didn't notice
the little flashing light that briefly came on on his screen before
disappearing, and neither did the others.

Almost 300 nautical miles above, the orbital
capsule had just collided with a bit of spent booster. A small
heater, designed to prevent one of the propulsion lines from
freezing, had just been knocked out. But since the heater hadn't
been on at the time and since no other system had been affected,
there was no reason why anyone should have noticed. Even the
computers didn't pick up the problem until it was too late. On
board the spacecraft, the gyros quickly compensated and life went
on.

 


Almost 107 hours after the launch, the
National Solar Observatory reported a solar flare much like the one
they had seen four months earlier. Tyler and Stewart shook hands
soberly, and started packing their bags.

 


"When can we bring it down?", Tyler asked
Minsch.

"Tomorrow", the man answered. "We need to
wake it up first, so to speak: check a few systems, run a few
tests, things of that nature... Then, as soon as our window opens,
down it'll come, right on target. Nothing to it."

 


The next day, Andrew Little himself
pressurized the fuel lines on board the orbital capsule. From what
he could tell, everything was in order and the fuel was flowing
just fine.

Ten minutes later, the damaged heater stopped
functioning. The line froze, and then burst.

The control computer immediately recognized
the problem with the propulsion system and, as it had been
programmed to do in case of an emergency, fired the de-orbit jets
early to bring the capsule back to Earth. The capsule entered the
atmosphere on a trajectory that would land it somewhere in Costa
Rica instead of in the Pacific Ocean, where it had been meant to
go.

 


Andrew Little, who lived to be 84, never
again smiled.


FIVE

 


Flying with all navigation lights off, the
plane looked like a dark metallic bird gliding in the night sky. It
left Nicaraguan air space at 11:26 pm precisely to enter that of
Costa Rica. The ten men aboard, eight of them wearing parachutes,
had been assured that arrangements had been made for them to
operate without being challenged by either country’s air force and,
so far, all had gone smoothly.

"We will be over the jump area in three
minutes", the pilot announced calmly. "Prepare to fly."

Moving with the ease and confidence of men
who have done this sort of thing too many times, the eight
skydivers stood up and clipped their parachutes to the steel wire
running the length of the plane over their heads and walked to the
side door that the ninth man had just opened. At this altitude the
air rushing in was very cold but the men didn’t mind: soon, they
would have to deal with the jungle’s squalid atmosphere and this
cold air on their faces would be nothing but a longed-for
sensation.

Under the best of circumstances parachuting
over the jungle is quite hazardous, as you never know exactly what
you’re going to be landing in until you’re actually standing in it:
it could be a swamp, or a venomous snake, or a field of
razor-grass, or something even less pleasant. In broad daylight,
assuming you were able to pierce the dense foliage beneath your
feet, you might be able to see what was awaiting you and then
manage to steer your fall accordingly. But this wasn’t broad
daylight: it was the blackest of moonless nights and the jungle
below was nothing but a dark mass alive with shivers of unnatural
life. All the jumpers could do was rely on their luck to avoid any
unpleasant surprises. Still, not one of them showed any signs of
nervousness; apparently, skydiving in these conditions was as
common to them as taking the subway is to Joe Sixpack.

There was only one exception to this rule.
One of the men was as different from the others as night is from
day; he was quite visibly nervous, and he kept pushing his
horn-rimmed glasses up the ridge of his sweaty nose. His black skin
glistened in the dim light, and he was clutching a case very
tightly to his chest. He wasn’t wearing a parachute, but he was
tied in some fashion to the man behind him, with whom he'd be
jumping in tandem.

"You've never done this before, doc?", the
man behind him screamed. The other simply shook his head. "Well,
don't worry about it; it's a piece of cake. Just do what I told
you, and I'll take care of all the rest."

"What about you?", the doc asked, twisting
his head to the right to yell directly at the man's face.

"What do you mean, what about me?", the other
screamed in reply. "I must have a thousand jumps behind me!"

"Tandem?"

"Oh, that...", the man said pensively,
looking to the side for a moment before bursting out with laughter.
"That's a first for me, doc, but there's really nothing to it. I've
seen 80-year-old grandmas do it!"

The man simply nodded nervously, and looked
anxiously out the open door. He checked to make sure that the case
he was carrying was still fastened safely to his harness, and then
crossed himself rapidly.

"Twenty seconds. Good luck boys.", the pilot
announced.

The men moved forward until the one at the
head of the line was standing with his feet half-sticking out the
door, his hands on each side of the opening. As a result, his
passenger was hanging out of the airplane even more than he was. He
looked at the men behind him and yelled:

"Remember: where I land is our meeting point,
so make sure you watch me go down to see where that is. Whoever is
not there in two hours will be left behind."

The men simply nodded, the thought of being
abandoned to their own devices in the jungle seemingly no great
bother to them. The man who had spoken turned back as the plane
began to circle.

"Whenever you’re ready", the pilot
announced.

The man not wearing a parachute tapped the
one who appeared to be the leader on the shoulder and the man
jumped, followed by all the others at a few seconds interval, their
parachutes blooming like white flowers against the night sky. The
plane circled aboved their heads for a few more minutes and, when
it looked as though everything was under control, headed back for
Nicaraguan air space.

The first man to have jumped, Petr Olsen as
he was currently calling himself, barely had to think about what he
was doing; at 46, he had more jumps to his credit than most
skydiving instructors accumulate in a lifetime. That, along with
several other very particular abilities, had once made him a very
hot commodity on the gun-for-hire market. The word going around was
that Olsen, or whatever other name he might happen to be using at
the time, was one of the best, if not the best, in the business and
that if you needed a certain job taken care of, then he was the man
to hire. Assuming you could find him.

And, obviously, meet his price.

The Man (as he thought of him in his mind’s
eye) who had hired him had been able to do both with surprising
ease, and not once but twice. When he had at first been briefed
about this mission, as he liked to think of any work he was doing,
he had at first been very wary; according to his experience, when
something seemed too good to be true, it usually was. And now, here
were this Man offering to pay him whatever price he dared ask for
if, in exchange, he agreed to go spend a few days in the jungle and
wait for some box to fall from the sky.

After that, he would simply have to bring the
box back to the Man, and he would receive more money. As simple as
that. He had also been given him carte blanche about hiring
whatever additional help he thought was required, and had been
promised trouble-free insertion into and extraction out of Costa
Rica. So far, the Man had been true to his word.

Just as had been the case when they had last
done business together six or seven years ago.

There had also been a request - not an order,
for Olsen didn't take orders from anyone anymore, he gave them - to
take this guy strapped to his belly, Jackson, with him. Apparently,
Jackson was absolutely indispensable, as whatever merchandise they
were going to recover seemingly required very special care that
only this Jackson person could provide. Olsen had agreed to take
Jackson along, provided he carried his own backpack and stayed out
of the way. The Man had in turn agreed, and so the mission had
gotten under way.

But the Man had been very stupid. Olsen had
instantly figured out that whatever he had been sent to recover was
probably more valuable than anything he’d ever again have a chance
of getting his hands on. And now this Man expected him to be happy
with what would have been, under any other circumstances, an
obscenely large amount of money?

Stupid. Very stupid.

Olsen’s gut reaction had been to call the Man
and demand more money. After all, he knew things about this Man
that no one else did and which gave him substantial leverage to get
his way.

But then it had dawned on him that he was
holding the tail of an animal that could make him more wealthy than
he had ever dared dream. All he now had to do was find a way of not
letting go of it too soon and, more than anything else, for too
little. It hadn’t taken him very long to figure out how to do just
that.

At the last possible moment he closed his
eyes, wrapped his arms tightly around himself, crossed his ankles,
and felt more than saw Jackson do exactly the same thing. Like a
bullet going through flesh, they pierced the cover of vegetation in
a noise of broken branches and torn leaves, ending up suspended by
their harness ten feet above the ground. This position might have
looked precarious to anyone else, but Olsen counted himself lucky:
there had been times where he had found himself suspended upside
down, fifty feet above the ground, face to face with what looked
like the biggest snake in the history of the world.

He simply hated snakes.

"You alright, doc?", he whispered. The other
man nodded. "I'll cut you down in a minute. Remember to bend your
knees as soon as you touch the ground and let yourself fall down."
Jackson nodded again.

He pulled out his flashlight and scanned the
ground below him to make sure he wasn’t suspended over anything
unpleasant. He removed his backpack, let it fall to the ground, and
then cut the straps tying Jackson to him; he heard the man land
below, and the absence of any scream of pain told him that his
passenger had apparently not hurt himself.

He then cut himself down, landing in a
perfect roll. He pulled his parachute down and cut a short strip of
its cloth before burying the rest, so as to leave as little trace
of his presence as possible. He found his backpack, unfastened the
M80A full-automatic rifle tied to it, and loaded the weapon with a
clip he fished out of one of the pack’s pockets; even he wasn’t
crazy enough to jump with a loaded weapon. He slung the rifle over
his shoulder, loaded his .45 caliber pistol and tied a few hand
grenades to his battle vest.

He walked approximately ten steps away from
his landing point and tied the white cloth to a low branch; it
wasn’t too obvious, but someone looking for it would inevitably
find it.

"Jackson, come over here", he called very
softly. Jackson came to him. "Lie down on the ground, here", he
said, pointing at a spot right next to the white cloth.

"What...?"

"Don't argue; do it", Olsen ordered more
harshly, this time pushing the other man down with his left
hand.

Jackson, not sure what was going on and
scared, did as he was told and laid down on the ground. Olsen
covered him roughly with some vegetation and ordered him to stay
put and silent. Jackson nodded in agreement.

That done, he
went back to his tree, carefully hid his pack in the vegetation
and, silently hoping he wouldn’t meet any snakes, climbed back up
in the tree; his watch read 11:49 pm. He pulled a map out of his
pocket, spread it on his knee, turned on his flashlight, dimming
the light with his left hand, and located the spot where he was. He
then spotted a low hill about three miles northwest of his
position, which would give them an excellent viewpoint over the
whole area. He took the bearing with his compass before putting
everything away. All he now had to do was wait for the others to
find him.

 


The first two
men arrived less than ten minutes later. They were moving carefully
in the darkness, not daring to turn their flashlights on unless
they absolutely had to, since the area was reputedly crawling with
rebels of various callings. They stopped right beneath his feet,
unaware of his presence, and then he saw the man on the left point
to the piece of cloth ahead. They immediately began walking in that
direction, drawn to it like a moth to fire. They examined it for a
moment, then seemed to confer among themselves, and Olsen saw them
nod in agreement. They began walking around the jungle, looking for
him; Olsen took one of his hand grenades, made sure the pin was
safely in place, and, when one of the men again passed under his
feet, simply dropped it at the man’s feet.

The man instinctively dove for cover,
reemerged a few seconds later, picked up the grenade and looked up
in the tree, his eyes blazing with anger. Olsen recognized Martin
Buglier. Buglier scanned the branches, finally saw Olsen, went to
get his partner, and they both joined Olsen in his observatory
after hiding their packs; the other man was Anton Van Kreitz.

"Is this your idea of a joke?", Bulgier
asked, angrily handing the grenade back to Olsen.

"You were careless", Olsen said just loud
enough to be heard, ignoring him. "If that piece of cloth had been
a trap, you’d have walked right into it."

"I’d have recognized a trap", Van Kreitz
protested on the same tone.

"I could still have killed each one of you a
dozen times; you never even saw me.", Olsen added.

"We didn’t have to see you", Buglier
intervened. "You’re on our side. So why don’t you take it easy,
Olsen - that’s your name on this mission, right? - we know what
we’re doing."

The three men fell silent and were soon
joined by three other men: Wolfgang Glaück, C. Louis Kelner and
Samuel Henford. The last man to arrive was William Sneiss; he was
limping moderately.

"What happened to you?", Buglier asked.

"I landed on a rock and twisted my knee; I’ll
be fine. I took..."

"Enough chit-chat", Olsen cut in. "Let’s move
out. There’s a hill a few miles from here; we’ll go there and then
simply wait for the package."

"Where's Jackson?", Henford asked.

"Over there", Olsen simply said, pointing at
the piece of cloth, smiling to himself. "Jackson, come on, we're
leaving."

What appeared to be nothing but a pile of
branches and leaves suddenly came alive as Jackson sat up and
looked around himself, somewhat bewildered. Van Kreitz and Buglier
looked at one another, hardly believing that they had almost walked
on top of the man a few minutes earlier and not even seen him.
Jackson brushed most of the vegetation from his clothes and hair,
and then joinded the others.

"Let's go", Olsen ordered.

The seven other men nodded, picked up their
packs and weapons, and fell in line behind him, putting each foot
down very carefully. They walked for about three hours, with Olsen
constantly keeping an eye on his compass. They all noticed that the
ground beneath their feet was slowly rising, which made their
progression much more difficult, especially for Sneiss and his
bruised knee. They stopped roughly a thousand feet from the summit
and expertly set up camp. By the time they were done, day was
dawning on the eastern horizon.

Olsen opened his pack and pulled out a small,
rectangular black box wrapped in a shock-absorbing plastic
envelope. He carefully removed the box from its packaging, opened
the lid, and pressed a button. The screen on the inside of the lid
lit up in a flash of green and then remained dark, except for the
words Tracking System Operational: Signal XX 0 which flashed
in its middle. The screen looked like what a man looking through a
hunting telescope might see: three concentric circles with four
lines, one horizontal, one vertical, and two diagonal, meeting in
the center of the smallest circle. Each line was divided in
sections by smaller lines, each section representing a distance of
five miles from the center of the screen, where the tracking device
was understood to be located. In all, this device could find an
object one hundred miles away.

"What’s that?", Glaück asked, coming up
behind Olsen.

"Our Yellow Brick Road."

"Huh?"

Olsen briefly explained the device’s
functioning and Glaück nodded in understanding. He asked:

"But if that thing is going to lead us
straight to the package, what do we need to be up here for? Why not
stay down there where we run less chances of being seen?"

"The package is equipped with a homing
device, but we have no way of knowing if it will survive its fall
back to Earth. It’s supposed to, but who knows? If it does, fine;
but if it doesn’t, then this thing becomes useless. We’ll have to
rely on our eyes to find it, and it’ll be easier to do that from up
here, up in a tree."

"Makes sense", Glaück approved. "And what
about that guy", he asked, nodding at Jackson who sat by the fire a
few yards away, apparently lost in his own thoughts.

"All I know is we need him, even though I'm
not exactly sure why we do", Olsen said. "As long as he pulls his
own weight and doesn't slow us down of get us killed, that's fine
with me."

Olsen put the device back in its protective
packaging and then put it away in his backpack. He pulled a
whetstone out of his pocket and then set about sharpening his
knife; he looked up for a brief instant at his companions and, when
he did, his blue eyes gleamed with greed.

 


 


* * *

 


The package fell to Earth some forty-five
hours later.

Henford, who was pulling sentry duty, first
noticed a specially bright shooting star out of the west. He pulled
out his infrared binoculars and tracked the object’s descent for a
few seconds and saw it disappear from the sky almost directly above
his head, as though it had burned up in the atmosphere. That wasn’t
a shooting star any more than he was a Mormon. He immediately went
to wake up Olsen.

"Olsen! Olsen! Wake up!", he said, shaking
the sleeping man’s shoulder.

Olsen woke with a start, instinctively
pulling out his knife and placing it against Henford’s throat while
grabbing him by the front of his shirt.

"Easy, man!", Henford protested, a bit
annoyed by Olsen’s continuously maniacal talk and behavior. "It’s
here. The package. I just saw it come down."

Olsen stared at the other man for a moment,
as though uncomprehending, and then ordered:

"Go wake up the others. We’ll be out of here
at first light."

Henford nodded, grabbed Olsen’s wrist and
forced him to let go of his shirt, and then went to wake up the
other mercenaries. Olsen rapidly folded his blanket and stuffed it
in his pack; he then checked to make sure that his weapons were in
order before pulling out the tracking device. He removed it from
its protective packaging and opened the lid. Just as before, he
pressed a button and the screen came alive in a flash of green
light. This time the message in the middle of it read: Tracking
System Operational: Signal SW 7. The package was approximately
7 miles southwest of their position.

Halfway to the fucking border, Olsen
thought to himself. Five or six hours, if the terrain’s good.
And if we don’t meet anyone. Shit!

He slammed the lid shut and put the device
away. He then finished packing his equipment and waited both for
the others to be finished doing the same and for the day to dawn.
Both seemed to take forever.

 


As he had figured, it took them almost seven
hours to reach the general area in which the package had landed.
Finding it would be like finding the proverbial needle in a
haystack.

"Alright", he told the men who had gathered
around him. "According to this piece of junk", he said, making
reference to the tracking device, "We should be sitting right on
top of the package. Now it’s all a question of finding it. Here’s
what we’re gonna do: we’ll form a line with me in the middle, three
men on each side. Put two or three hundred feet between you and
your immediate neighbor and then climb up in a tree to look around.
My guess is we’ll see smoke or something. Then meet back here in
thirty minutes. Jackson you stay with me."

The men nodded and did as they had been
instructed. Olsen immediately climbed up his own tree and, using
his binoculars, scanned the area around him: all he saw was Van
Kreitz’s head appear in a tree to his left. Other than that, only
green vegetation and more green vegetation. He slapped at an insect
buzzing around his head and, swearing, climbed down and waited for
the others to join him.

Jackson, who had waited at the bottom of the
tree, unscrewed his canteen and took a large swallow from it. Olsen
studied his face minutely, and saw that the man was apparently very
much affected by the jungle's heat and humidity; his face was pale,
and he was sweating more than he should have been. He was also
blinking rapidly, as though trying to clear his eyes or force them
to focus. When he raised the canteen to his lips again, Olsen
slapped it out of his hand and to the ground. Jackson jumped in
surprise.

"Enough water", Olsen said sharply. "In this
heat, it'll give you cramps you won't believe. And the last thing
we need is having to stop every five minutes while you go...
relieve yourself." He spoke the last with a heavy note of
irony.

"Right, right...", Jackson simply said,
bending over to pick up his canteen.

"You don't talk much, do you?", Olsen said,
mildly amused. "You haven't said twenty words since we got
here."

"There's nothing to talk about, really",
Jackson said. "We each have a job to do. You find our package, I'll
get it ready for transport, and we'll all get out of here. If we'd
had the time to teach you how to pack it properly, I wouldn't even
be here right now."

"And what makes me think you'd rather be
anywhere but here right now?" Olsen leaned back against a tree and
stared at the other man levelly.

"I don't know, but you're right", Jackson
answered candidly. "This isn't my element, this isn't what I do",
he continued, looking at the jungle that surrounded him, raising
his hands palm upwards to chest-level. "I work in a lab, handling
things more fragile than a butterfly's wings all day long. Jumping
out of an airplane in the middle of the night and walking around in
the jungle for three days isn't exactly my idea of fun. You might
enjoy it, but I don't."

"Then why are you here?"

"Already told you; if we'd been able to teach
you how to..."

He was interrupted by the sound of someone
coming in their direction. Olsen pushed him to the ground and
levelled his weapon in direction of the noise; Kelner emerged from
the jungle, and was soon after joined by all the others, with none
of them having anything to report. All, that is, except Sneiss, who
had been the man further to Olsen’s right.

"Where the hell is he?", Olsen asked.
"Buglier, he was right next to you..."

"I saw him disappear in the jungle when we
split up. He was doing okay. Maybe it’s his knee."

"Fuck his knee! If he..."

He was interrupted by the sound of what could
only have been a man in too much of a hurry to care about the noise
he was making coming up behind them. They all spun around, pointing
their weapons in that direction. Sneiss appeared through the
foliage, his hands up in the air, limping even worse than before.
He was arriving from the exact opposite direction from the one he
should normally have been. The men lowered their weapons and went
to meet him.

"Where...", Olsen began.

"Contras", Sneiss interrupted,
panting.

"What the fuck are you talking about?", Olsen
almost screamed. "There haven’t been any contras in this
jungle for years!"

"Whatever they are, they got guns and they
got... "

"What happened?"

"They passed right between me... me and
Martin. I almost ran into them, but I... I don’t think they saw me.
I had to circle around them to come..."

"Circle around them? Are you crazy? They
could’ve seen or heard you! Why not just stay hidden and let them
walk right by you?"

"They... they..."

"They what? They’re coming in our
direction?"

"No... Heading east..."

"Then what? Speak up, man! Your stupidity put
us all in danger!", Olsen almost screamed.

"Maybe if you give him a chance to catch his
breath he’ll be able to tell us", Glaück intervened.

"Don’t you fuckin’ tell me how to run this
mission", Olsen said, turning to look the man straight in the eyes.
"If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t be getting any of this action,
so you can just take your advice and shove it."

"Stop arguing", Sneiss said, putting a hand
on each man’s chest to keep them apart. "The contras... They
have the package."

"They what?", Olsen asked, instantly
forgetting about Glaück.

"I found the crash site, over there", he said
waving at a point somewhere ahead of him. "We're right on top of
it. The place was crawling with men, so I hid and watched them. I
saw one of them pick up something that looked like what we're
looking for, but he put it in a bag before I could get a good look
at it. I'm pretty sure he's got it."

Olsen pulled the map out of his pocket and
spread it on the ground in front of him. "They were heading east
from this point, you say?", Olsen asked Sneiss, putting a finger on
the map. Sneiss nodded. "They’re headed for the border; probably
have a camp right on this side of it."

"So what do we do now?", Van Kreitz
asked.

"They don’t know we’re following them, and
they’re probably in no great hurry", Olsen answered, thinking
aloud. "How many of them was there?"

"Small band. No more than fifteen, I’d say.
Mostly looked like kids playing tough."

"Armed?"

"Most of them, yeah. I saw a couple of AK’s,
a few M-16s, nothing fancy."

"Alright. Sneiss, you and Jackson go back to
the crash site, look around and make sure the rebels didn't miss
anything. We'll meet you there in a little while." The two men
nodded. "As for the rest of us, if we hurry, we can ambush them...
here", Olsen said, jabbing his finger into the map. "Let’s move
out."

 


They barely made it.

They were in position less than twenty
minutes later, but already they could hear the rebels coming. Their
plan was very simple: they would toss a couple of hand grenades at
the men, one at the front of the line and one at the rear, to
create confusion, and then they would simply shoot at everything
that still lived.

The men were all expert marksmen, and Olsen –
at Jackson’s suggestion – had ordered them to only take headshots,
unless their lives depended on it. The merchandise they sought to
recover was hidden in the rebels’ backpacks, and a stray bullet
could cost them millions of dollars. It would take longer to shoot
each rebel in the head, but they had no other choice and Olsen was
trusted the element of surprise would give them the advantage they
needed.

Olsen was also a bit concerned at not knowing
exactly how far away the rebel camp was, afraid that noise of the
firefight might attract some unwanted attention, but that couldn’t
be helped. And besides, some unwanted attention could be dealt
with. It would prove a lot harder to try and steal their goods out
of the camp.

Maria sensed the trap too late to avoid it.
She had allowed her mind to wander for a few seconds, distracted by
the recent events. She was both elated and worried by what they had
found. Elated because she knew that there was a very good chance
that this piece of space technology – for that’s what she knew it
to be, a missile or a satellite of some sort – would be worth a lot
of money. But worried because she also knew that anything that
valuable wouldn’t remain unclaimed for long.

Her sympathizers would soon bring her word of
strangers in the cities and villages asking questions. These
strangers would want to know if anyone had seen anything fall from
the sky. They might even offer money to those willing to say they
had or, even better, who would claim to know exactly where in the
jungle this strange object had crashed. Word of their presence
would spread rapidly, and Maria would have to be very careful in
her dealings with them.

She was tipped off, too late, by a flock of
multicolored birds taking off in alarm from a nearby tree. She
opened her mouth to scream at the same time she raised her weapon,
but already strange men had appeared in the jungle around them.
These men had their own weapons raised and were firing.

She saw flashes of light and heard booming
sounds, but it all came to her through a heavy veil of panic and
rage. The head of the man walking just in front of her
disintegrated and she watched him fall to the ground, like a puppet
with its strings cut. She heard screams of pain behind her and knew
that death had struck there too.

She managed to fire one shot before being hit
herself. Her bullet caught one of their unknown assailants in the
leg and the man fell. As she raised her rifle to her eye to finish
him, she felt a bullet slam into her side, spinning her around like
a rag doll. Then, another bullet hit the side of her face, the pain
almost unperceptible it was so intense, and for some reason her
last conscious thought was that she, too, like the Che, had somehow
been betrayed.

All the rebels were lying dead on the jungle
floor in less than ten seconds. Only two of them had been fast
enough to try fighting back - one of them a woman, of all things -
and as a result Kelner had been hit in the leg. Henford was helping
him put a tourniquet on his wound to try and stop the bleeding; it
didn’t look too serious.

Olsen watched as the four other men
immediately started going through the rebels' baggage. They were
soon joined by Kelner and Henford, Kelner leaning heavily on
Henford’s shoulder for support. Moving silently, Olsen leaned his
M80A against a tree, picked up the AK47 of one of the fallen
rebels, and checked to make sure that the clip was full. The other
men were so occupied by the task at hand that they never even
noticed.

Van Kreizt pulled out a black frame
containing ten plexiglass cylinders out of a bag and held it at
arms' length.

"I've got it, I've got it! This is it!", he
screamed.

"Oh
booooys...", Olsen simply said.

"Lemme look at...", Buglier began, standing
up before looking at Olsen. "What the fuck are you doing?" All the
others also looked up.

"Cutting my losses. Nothing personal. Thanks
for your help."

He opened fire with the AK47, killing all six
men right on the spot with bullets in the head and chest. He threw
the AK47 away and went to pick up his own weapon. He rapidly
checked to see that all the others were indeed dead; only Van
Kreitz was still breathing shallowly, so he expertly slit his
throat. Satisfied, he pried the black frame out of Van Kreitz's
hand and examined it rapidly. He stuffed it in his backpack and
fled the scene; if the noise had attracted anyone, he didn't really
want to meet them.

After he had gone about a mile, he stopped
and took the rack out of his pack. He put it on the ground and
opened the top, hinged part.

He pulled out the first tiny growth cell,
which measured about 2cm in diameter by 8cm in length, handling it
as carefully as it had been filled with nitroglycerine, and raised
it to the light, looking for the crystal which should have been
sitting on the tip of the metal rod. Nothing. He looked again, more
carefully this time. Still nothing. Frustrated, he threw the
cylinder in the jungle.

He examined the other cylinders and found
that they, too, were empty or had been destroyed in the crash. He
looked at the frame and saw that, as is usually the case in very
bad movies or even worse novels, there was only one growth cell
left. He pulled it out slowly and looked inside. He heart sank when
he found that this one, too, was empty.

He resisted the urge to scream in rage, and
instead started making his way back to the crash site, where he
knew Sneiss and Jackson would be waiting for him. He took the
precaution of making a wide detour around the place where the
rebels lay dead, but he soon picked up the two men’s trail and
followed it back to the crash site.

 


He started spotting debris in the jungle when
he was still about eight hundred feet from the place where the
orbital capsule had crashed. The crash itself had cleared an area
approximately one hundred meters wide and dug a crater about ten
meters deep. There was debris... everywhere. How anything could
have survived the crash undamaged was beyond his understanding, as
was how they were supposed to find something as small as what they
were looking for in this mess.

Sneiss and Jackson emerged in the clearing to
his left and waved at him. He ran in their direction, watching
where he put every foot down to make sure he didn't crush something
potentially valuable.

"Where are the others?", Sneiss asked.

"Searching the rebels to make sure we didn't
miss anything", Olsen lied. "We killed them all", he then added,
anticipating Sneiss' next question.

"Did they have anything with them?", Jackson
asked.

"Yeah", Olsen said. "They had about ten
cylinders, but they were all empty."

"Let me see them anyway", Jackson
demanded.

"I don't have them. They were empty, I told
you", Olsen said aggressively.

"You can't be sure of that", Jackson argued.
"That's not your area of expertise. You should have brought them
so..."

"You wanna know what my area of expertise is,
doctor?", Olsen said, coming to stand less than an inch from the
professor's nose and staring at him in the eyes. "Killing people
who argue with me. The cylinders were empty, so I didn't bother...
You got a problem with that?"

Jackson blinked a few times, raised his hand
in defeat, and took a few steps backwards.

"How many were there, you said?", Jackson
asked after a moment.

"Ten or so", Olsen said, his eyes still
locked on Jackson's.

"Very well, we got them all then", Jackson
said, apparently satisfied.

"What do you mean?"

"Originally, there were supposed to be 200
crystals in all, 20 frames of 10 cylinders inside a main rack",
Jackson explained, not realizing that he was revealing things he
should have kept to himself. "We only found 190 cylinders, so we
still had 10 unaccounted for; the ones the rebels took, and which
you found. You're certain they were empty?"

Olsen took another step forwards and Jackson
again raised his hands to indicate that he accepted the man's
word.

"That means that, out of a potential yield of
200 crystals, we only have one survivor", he said, pointing with
his thumb at a portion of the frame about fifteem feet from
him.

"One out of 200?", Olsen almost screamed,
unbelieving. Jackson was unphased.

"Yes. And we're lucky to get even one. Look
around you", he said, pointing at all the debris. "The capsule was
supposed to land in the sea, not in the middle of the jungle. It
was literally smashed to pieces. Even the rack was broken in five
pieces, and that was the strongest thing on board the capsule."

"And you found all five pieces?", Olsen
asked.

"Yes", Sneiss cut in. "All you have to do is
look at them to see that nothing survived. Most of the cylinders
were simply destroyed, and those that weren't were either damaged
beyond repair or empty. In either case, they're useless. We checked
them all one by one, but it didn't take very long."

"Why didn't the rebels take everything?",
Olsen asked.

"Why would they?", Jackson replied. "They
don't know what those things are."

"My guess is they took only one frame to have
it examined and were planning on coming back for the rest if they
needed to", Sneiss completed. Olsen nodded pensively.

"That makes sense", he said. "So what do we
do with our survivor?"

"I was just getting to that when you
arrived", Jackson said. Olsen noticed that the man was looking
better, that his color had improved somewhat. Apparently, finally
having something to do was doing him a world of good.

"What are you going to do?", Olsen
inquired.

"I need to take it out of its frame and place
it in my case for transport, then we'll be ready to go", Jackson
said. "Give me ten minutes."

Olsen nodded and watched as Jackson carefully
removed the cylinder from its rack. He raised it to the light,
smiled contentedly, and then pulled a plastic bottle from his
pocket and filled the cylinder with the fluid it contained.

"Some of it leaked out", he explained,
although neither Sneiss or Olsen were sure whether he said that for
their benefit or if he was simply talking to himself. "And we
definitely can't have that."

Having done that, he sealed both ends of the
cylinder with something strangely resembling paste and then placed
it inside his carrying case. "All done", he announced.

"What's the case for?", Olsen asked.

"Mostly, it's shockproof to protect the
cylinder as much as possible", Jackson explained. Olsen nodded.

"I wonder where the others are", Sneiss said,
craning his neck to look in the direction his companions should
have come from.

"Why don't you go find out?", Olsen said.

"What...?", Sneiss started asking but stopped
when he found himself staring down the muzzle of Olsen's .45. Olsen
shot him once, in the head, and the other man flew backwards about
five feet and landed in a huge fern which swallowed him.

"Oh my God...", Olsen heard Jackson say
softly. He turned his weapon in that direction.

"Thank you, doctor", he simply said, "You've
been most helpful."

For the last time in his life, Jackson raised
his hands in a futile attempt at self-protection, but the bullet
still went through the right lense of his glasses and entered his
brain through the eyesocket. He collapsed on the ground, dead.

Olsen put the .45 back in its holster,
carefully took the cylinder out of the case and wrapped it in
several layers of clothing, noting that the paste Jackson had
applied to it was now as hard as cement. He placed the precious
package in his backpack, and immediately left the scene. Under
ideal circumstances, he would have left the cylinder in the case,
but he had a very long journey ahead of him and one less piece of
luggage to lug around could, and eventually would, make a huge
difference.

He hadn’t planned on killing his partners so
soon but the encounter with the contras had given him an unexpected
opportunity to do so, one he hadn’t been able to pass up. Now, all
the money would be his.

 


* * *

 


Nathan knew that he was about to get some
business before the men had even reached his doorstep; they were
trying to be silent, not to be seen, but they were failing badly.
They knocked on the door and opened it immediately, not bothering
to wait for an invitation to come in. Nathan didn’t move.

The two men who entered his office were
neatly dressed in expensive three-piece suits and leather shoes,
and they had about them a cocky air that betrayed their youth and
inexperience. They were quite obviously on some sort of power trip,
but Nathan could tell that whatever power they had had been
recently bestowed upon them, that they had not earned it in any
way, for they were clearly feeling more powerful and important than
they probably were. Someone who earns his or her power learns not
to flash it around like an expensive ring, and these men were doing
the exact opposite.

Fools.

"You Cross?", the first man asked
arrogantly.

Nathan didn’t bother answering. Positioned as
he was, with his feet up on the corner of his desk, his chin
against his chest and his hat low on his brow, he could clearly see
the men out of the corner of his eye. They, however, could see
nothing but his mouth and chin, and that visibly made them
uncomfortable. The one who had spoken took a step forward and
repeated a bit louder:

"Nathan Cross?"

Nathan remained silent, and the men became
increasingly nervous. They looked at each other, then back at him,
then at each other once more.

"Maybe he’s sleeping?", one suggested.

"More likely he’s drunk or high on
something", the other replied, eyeing Nathan suspiciously.

"You think we should call Tyler?"

"Are you mad?", the man retorted nervously.
"And tell him what? That the guy is sleeping and we don’t want to
wake him up? He’d chew our heads off! Why not call The Eye
his-own-mighty-self while you're at it!"

"Then what, Pete? We just stand here and wait
for him to come to? We ain’t got all day."

"I know, Danton, I know."

Pete took an other tentative step forward and
reached out his hand to try and shake Nathan awake. When he was
within an inch of Nathan’s shoulder, Nathan whipped around and
seized the man’s wrist in his right fist, pulling his gun out with
his left and placing it against the man’s forehead; both men gasped
in surprise.

"Don’t ever do that again", Nathan said
softly.

Pete slowly nodded in agreement, swallowed,
and tried to see out of the corner of his eye whether his partner
had abandoned him or was still there.

"Don’t worry", Cross said. "Your little
friend’s still here. I even think he just wet his pants." Danton
immediately looked down at his crotch and Nathan smiled.

"You want me to let go of your arm?", he
asked. Pete nodded. "Yeah, I thought so. You.", he said, looking at
the other man, "Come over here and pick up the phone."

The man hesitated for a moment and then
complied, always trying his best to remain out of grabbing
distance. A fine film of sweat covered his forehead.

"Good", Nathan said. "Now you get me that Eye
guy on the line now, or I’m sending you both home in a body
bag."

"You... you want me to do what?", the man
asked, sounding as though Cross had just asked him to shove a stick
of dynamite up his ass.

"You heard me, pretty boy. Do it."

"Do what he says, Danton. This guy is
insane", Pete added.

"For your sake I hope you meant that as a
compliment, otherwise I might be tempted to blow you away right
here and now", Cross said. Pete’s eyes opened a little wider and
his mouth went dry.

The man called Danton hesitated a moment
longer and then rapidly dialed a number. It seemed to him to take
forever before someone answered.

"Yeah, Laura? This is Danton. Yeah... No,
just listen. I need to speak to Gladstone RIGHT... NOW!"

"..."

"I don’t care if he’s busy! This guy says
he’s gonna kill Pete if..."

Gladstone? The name immediately came
to him. Twenty years ago, in another lifetime... Suddenly, the
situation took on an altogether new dimension. Up ‘til now, Nathan,
despite his behavior, had been amused by the two men in his office.
He immensely enjoyed scaring them, playing with them like a cat
with a mouse.

But now, with that single name spoken, he
understood that his life could very well be in great jeopardy. And
as usual, when faced with such a situation, he did the only thing
he knew: he went into full-attack mode.

He let go of the man’s arm and ripped the
phone out of Danton’s hand. For the briefest moment Pete thought he
was free, but then he remembered the cold steel against his head
and wisely stayed put.

"Laura? The name is Cross. Get me your boss
on the line right now or I’ll be sending you these guys in pine
boxes."

"..."

"Good." Then he looked at Danton and said,
"See, boy? It’s all a question of knowing how to ask politely."

There was what felt like an unending moment
of silence as they all waited for Gladstone to be found, even
though less than five minutes went by before The Eye finally picked
up the phone.

"..."

"No, you listen to me, cocksucker", Nathan
said aggressively. "I don’t know who you are, I don’t know what you
want with me, and I don’t give a shit. If you want to do business,
that can be arranged. But if you ever again send snot-nosed little
brats to talk to me, I won’t be as civilized and patient as I was
this afternoon and I’ll FedEx them to you in little pieces. You got
that?"

Without awaiting an answer Nathan slammed the
phone down on the receiver. He looked at the two men in turn, and
then put his gun back in the front of his pants; Pete breathed a
too loud sigh of relief.

"You kids are free to go.", he simply
said.

He sat back down in his chair, putting his
feet back up on the desk and lowering the hat on his brow, as if
nothing had ever happened. He heard the door slam behind the two
men less than five seconds later.

 


* * *

 


A little over two hours later Nathan heard a
car pull up in front of his office. Three men, looking strangely
like the ones who had visited him earlier, if somewhat older, got
out and Nathan met them at the door; if they were here to do what
he thought they were here to do, he’d prefer not to be trapped in
his office when they decided to do it.

The three men - two of them looking as though
they had just spent a considerable amount of time in the sun -
stared at him and he at them.

"Mr. Cross?", the first man asked.

"That’s what the name on the door says, ain’t
it?", Nathan answered. He could tell that these guys meant
business, and he had decided to take them seriously.

"Yes, well... In any case, Mr.
Gladstone..."

"The Eye?", Nathan interrupted.

"Yes, that would be his nickname,." The man
seemed somewhat surprise to find out that Nathan knew about that,
but he didn’t let it throw him off for long. "But I don’t recommend
you calling him that to his face. How..."

"That’s irrelevant", Nathan said. He noticed
that only one of the men was doing all the talking, while the other
two were standing behind him, next to their car, never taking their
eyes off him. Bodyguards of some sort, probably.

"Yes, of course it is. As I was saying, Mr.
Gladstone sends his apologies if the men who were here this morning
inconvenienced you in any way. I can assure you they will be dealth
with in..."

"Do whatever you want with them; they’re
nothing to me. Now cut the crap: you didn’t come all the way out
here to say you were sorry, now did you, Mr...?"

"My name is Tyler. I’m vice-president in
charge of..."

"I don’t care. What’s your business with
me?"

The man seemed a bit offended by Cross’s lack
of manners, but no doubt he had been warned by Danton and Pete not
to expect a stroll in the park.

« Perhaps we could go inside? »,
Tyler suggested.

Nathan faked a moment of hesitation, nodded
and then stepped aside. Tyler brushed by him. Quick as a cat,
Nathan then slammed the door shut and locked it; he pulled out his
gun, placed it against Tyler’s head and pushed the man against the
wall. Tyler gasped in surprise and terror.

« If your boys try to break down my
door, you die », Nathan whispered. « Tell
them. »

Tyler gulped. « It’s all right »,
he said loud enough to be heard outside. « Stay calm. I have
the situation... under control. » Nathan noticed that the
voice held no trace of fear or panic. Tyler had been surprised at
first, obviously, but he was rapidly getting over it and regaining
his cool.

« Good », Cross whispered again.
« Now tell me what the fuck Gladstone wants with
me. »

« We require your... services. »,
Tyler simply explained.

« To do what? »

Tyler sighed and said, « Really, Mr.
Cross, I understand your wariness, but I can assure you that it is
entirely unfounded. If we could go into your office and sit down,
I’ll be happy to explain. »

Nathan pressed his gun harder against the
back of the man’s head. « Alright, but keep your hands where I
can see them at all times. The moment I don’t see one of them, you
die ». Tyler nodded. Cross released him.

Tyler brushed off his clothes, readjusted his
tie and pointed at the locked door.

"May I?", he asked. « My men have some
documents I need. »

« Tell them to throw their weapons under
the car first », Cross said. Tyler complied and, through the
peephole, Nathan saw the bewildered bodyguards obey. He unlocked
the door and opened it.

« Everybody stay real damn calm »,
Tyler growled. His men nodded.

Nathan let the three men enter his office
and, his gun still leveled at them, went to sit behind his desk.
Tyler grabbed a chair in the corner and sat down while the two
bodyguards, still looking uncertain as to what they were supposed
to do now that they were unarmed, stood behind him with their backs
against the wall.

"Make it fast.", Cross said.

One of the bodyguards, the one with a tan,
gave Tyler a leather briefcase. The man opened it, pulled out a
large picture of the crystals and handed it to Nathan, who took
it.

"These ain’t diamonds", Nathan said after
looking at it for a minute.

"No, not in the sense you mean. They are
still quite valuable, though."

"What are they?"

"That, Mr. Cross, is, like you would probably
say, irrelevant."

"Like hell it is. My guess is somebody took
these things from you and now you want me to get them back; if I’m
to do that, I’ll have to know what I’m looking for."

"I haven’t yet offered you the job."

"I haven’t yet accepted it."

"Very well", Tyler conceded after a
moment.

He explained briefly what had happened,
giving as few details as he could and not mentioning any names, all
the while trying not to appear like he was holding anything back.
Listening to Tyler, Nathan began to relax a little bit. The tale
was quite intricate, too intricate to be false. Apparently, he knew
who Gladstone was but Gladstone didn’t know who he was. Still, he’d
have to be careful.

Tyler had stopped talking. Nathan said:

"You ain’t telling me everything, but I know
enough and you probably got your reasons. Now there are only two
more questions I need answered: why me, and how much? In that
order."

"As you wish. Our sources tell us you’re the
best in the business..."

"Sources? What sources?"

"We obviously ran a background check on you
before coming here", Tyler said, pulling a sheet of paper out of
his briefcase, and read: "Joined the Army at 18, two years with the
Rangers, dismissed for striking an officer, sherif of a small New
Mexico town for six months after that, then moved to El Salvador,
there we lose track of you for five years, pops up in Algeria, then
a year later in Syria, then Lebanon, then Vietnam, from where you
were... expelled, Mr Cross?", Tyler asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I went looking for MIAs and the Vietnamese
didn’t like me snooping around in their jungle."

"And did you...?"

"That’s none of your goddam business."

"True. In any case, from there you went on to
China, where we lose track of you for good, until today... You sure
keep busy, Mr. Cross."

"You did your homework."

"Indeed we did."

"But you don’t really need me.You probably
stopped by the police station on your way over here to tell them
your little tale and ask for help."

"If by that you are asking whether or not the
official law enforcement agencies are involved, the answer is yes.
However, we wish to get our merchandise back as soon as possible,
and we are willing to go to any length to do so."

"The feds’ll get your stuff back for you, I
don’t need to get involved."

"Be that as it may, we would..."

"From what you’ve told me, I can gather that
the government wasn’t too happy with your little private space
venture. So now you’re afraid that if, say, the FBI finds your
crystals, instead of handing them back to you they’ll simply make
them disappear. Right?"

"Yes, the thought had crossed our mind."

"Whereas if I find them, you can simply buy
them from me."

"Correct. Also, there..."

"There’s the fact that the feds have to play
by the rules, while I can afford to bend, and perhaps even break,
them, if need be."

"You are a very perspicacious man, Mr.
Cross."

"I don’t know what that means, but I get your
drift. Now second question: how much?"

"Fifty thousand right now, another one
hundred when we get our merchandise."

Nathan stared levelly at the man over the
briefcase’s opened cover, and the other returned his stare without
blinking. They remained like that for a moment, neither one of them
willing to give in.

"One hundred right now, another hundred when
I find the stuff."

"Done", Tyler agreed after thinking about it
for a moment. "Here is your money", he said, pulling a thick brown
envelope out his briefcase and handing it to Cross, who took it
carefully.

"One hundred?", he asked, opening the
envelope and rapidly counting the bills.

"One hundred. We knew you didn’t worked
cheap, so I came prepared."

"A wise decision." Nathan stuffed the
envelope in the inside pocket of his overcoat, and immediately the
two bodyguards tensed. "Easy boys, I’m just putting my money in the
bank", he said, slowly bringing his hand back into view.

Shit, I’ve just been hired by a guy I came
within an inch of killing twenty years ago, Nathan thought.
Fucking gods of war! He grinned.

« Something amusing ? », Tyler
asked.

« No », Nathan simply snapped
back.

"Ah... very well, then. There’s also in the
envelope a phone number where I can be reached day and night. I’m
the one you’ll be dealing with all along."

"Whatever."

"When can I expect to hear from you
next?"

"Shouldn’t be too long. When did the capsule
fall back to Earth?"

"Two weeks ago."

"And you’re sure the crystals were
found?"

"Positive. The Costa Rican military found the
bodies of all but one of the members of the team we had sent to
bring them back, along with several dead rebels. So this is
obviously the work of Nicaraguan guerillas who had crossed over the
border: they killed our team and kept the crystals, probably
believing them to be diamonds. As for the missing man, we believe
that he either disappeared in the jungle or was captured by the
guerilleros, who probably hoped to ransom him."

"What are you talking about? What team?"

"When we were informed that the capsule had
83% of chances of landing inside a five-mile radius in the Costa
Rican jungle, we immediately got a rescue team together and flew it
to Costa Rica, where it parachuted over the likely landing zone and
waited. We know that the lab fell somewhere inside that five-mile
radius, but when we didn’t hear from our team we became worried and
called in the army. You know the rest."

"I’ll need to know who was on that team. I
need real names and aliases, no code names."

"All right."

"Where did you find that team? Yellow
Pages?"

"Hardly. We found it the same way we found
you. In fact, at the time we even tried to get in touch with you to
offer you to be part of it, but you couldn’t be reached."

"Sorry I missed that. So, basically, what
you’re telling me is that you hired a bunch of mercenaries to get
back something worth a hundred times what you were paying them? Not
very wise, wouldn’t you say? Mercenaries want only one thing,
Tyler: money."

"..."

"See, I’ve already cracked your case, Tyler;
it’s so simple even a child could figure it out. That one missing
man is the key to the whole thing. He didn’t run away and he wasn’t
captured either: he took your crystals and he killed the other
members of your team so he wouldn’t have to share the loot;
guerillas had nothing to do with it! The dead rebels are simply a
decoy to send you off on a wild goose chase! As I can see, it
almost worked. And your crystals are probably back in town by
now."

"How do you figure that?"

"Whoever took them knows they belong to you,
and that makes you the likeliest buyer."

"Really?"

"Kidnappers don’t ask a complete stranger for
ransom; they ask the family."

"Obviously."

"Same deal here. He’ll probably call you and
offer to sell you back your stuff; if he does, don’t agree to
anything without talking to me first."

"As you wish."

"Now I can’t do anything before getting that
list of names, so get it to me as soon as you can."

"You’ll have it within the hour."

"Fine."

Tyler stood up, closed his briefcase, and
extended his hand to Nathan, who simply ignored it. Tyler took back
his hand.

"It was still a pleasure doing business with
you, Mr. Cross", he said.

Nathan stood up slowly, putting both hands
well in view on his desk so the bodyguards wouldn’t get excited and
do anything that would force him to kill them. He leaned closer to
Tyler.

"Get this straight, Tyler", he said softly.
"I’m not doing this because I like you, or because I care about
your company; I’m doing it for the money, period. If I had been on
that team you talked about, I would definitely have been the one
doing the killing and selling, but I missed out on that, so now I
have to settle for leftovers. For now, that suits me just fine, so
why don’t you just get the hell out of here while I’m still in a
good mood. And tell The Eye I said hello."

The two men stared intently at each other for
a moment, and then Tyler simply turned around and left, the two
bodyguards right behind him. Nathan sat back in his chair,
affecting his favorite position.

 


The two tanned men sat in the back of the
car, while the third drove. Tyler let out a long, heavy sigh.

"Boss, I gotta say, I'm amazed", Stewart said
after the car had pulled away and they were on their way back to
their headquarters.

"What are you talking about?"

"I'd never seen you take so much crap and
abuse from anyone. I was sure you were just gonna punch him in the
mouth and let us finish him off!", Stewart explained.

"It had to be done, Mr. Stewart", Tyler said.
"If I'd sunk to his level and played his little game, at best we'd
be walking away from here empty-handed, again, and at worst it'd
have ended up in a firefight. If he wants to insult me, he's
welcome to do so as long as he gets back our crystals."

"I see."

"And I'd remind you that Mr. Gladstone's
patience with us is running quite thin", he went on. "It was an
enormous gamble to return after the capsule's failure to deorbit
properly. We bet that he'd blame Minsch and his gang for it, which
he did. Lucky for us he understood that we were absolutely not to
blame."

"But..."

"But, as you so well remarked not so long
ago, Mr. Gladstone isn't a very forgiving man. If we fail him
again..."

"Tibet and Sumatra."

"Tibet and Sumatra indeed. That's why I had
to let that overpaid gun-for-hire walk all over me. You know I
didn't enjoy it, but if I'd let him provoke me..."

"I'd have had to kill him."

"Don't be so sure who'd have killed who, Mr.
Stewart. Don't be so sure..."

 


* * *

 


As Tyler had promised, less than an hour
after the meeting had ended somebody knocked at the door and
slipped an envelope under it. Looking out his window, Nathan
recognized Danton getting hurriedly back into his car and driving
away as though he had Satan himself after him. Cross went to pick
up the envelope and ripped it open with his thumb; in it was a
white sheet of paper on which were listed the identities of seven
individuals:

 


Name Known Alias(es) Status

 


BUGLIER, Martin Rizzi, Giovanni KIA.

Stenson,
Martin.

 


GLAÜCK, Wolfgang. Manheim, Gerhardt. KIA.

 


HENFORD, Samuel. None. KIA.

 


KELNER, C. Louis. Trent,Victor. KIA.

 


OLSEN, Petr.
Lugard, Frederick (Fred). MIA.

St.Étienne,
Jean-Pierre.

 


SNEISS, William. Carmichael, Philip. KIA.

 


VAN KREITZ, Anton. Willens, Herman. KIA.

 


Some of the names looked vaguely familiar to
him and he thought he might have worked with some of these men at
one time or another. There was only one name he recognized for
sure.

"Lord...", Nathan said between clenched
teeth. He picked up the phone and dialed the number Tyler had given
him. "You stupid bastard!", he began as soon as Tyler was on the
line, speaking as softly and calmly as he could. "You hired Manfred
Lord to do the job... Petr Olsen, that’s who! Olsen is an alias
Lord uses! And I’ll bet you even put that son-of-a-bitch in charge
of the whole thing, didn’t you?... Don’t you tell me to calm down!
I don’t give a shit if you don’t know who he is, I do and I’m gonna
get him if it’s the last thing I do!" He slammed the phone down on
the receiver.

 


Then he exploded.

 


He crumpled the sheet of paper in his fist
and threw it across the room, before grabbing the chair Tyler had
used and smashing it against the floor, breaking it into several
pieces. Turning around, he put both hands on the wall and beat his
forehead against it until it was covered with blood. His left ankle
screamed in protest when he repearedly kicked the desk, but he paid
it no heed as he left his office and went for a walk, hoping that
night would soon come to hide his blood-covered face. And a little
rain to wash off the blood would be nice, too.

 


* * *

 


For one who knows where to look the jungle is
like a supermarket, the only difference being that most of the food
it has to offer is not yet dead; the only thing it has in limited
supply is water. Lord knew where to look, killing living things had
never given him any ulcers, and he had taken the precaution of
taking with him the canteens of his fallen, for lack of a better
term, comrades. Therefore, he was as well, if not better, off as
anybody could have hoped to be under such circumstances.

After killing the other mercenaries and
Jackson he had travelled for many days through the jungle,
surviving on whatever dried food he had left and many of the
jungle’s tastier treats such as snakes, worms and termites - he had
even raided a giant ant hill for eggs - all the while carefully
rationing his water, as he had no way of knowing exactly how long
it would be before he reached civilization. He had finally
encountered something that looked like a little-used trail but that
had, a few miles further south, widened into a regular path, before
finally turning into a dirt road. here he had been able to catch a
ride to the next village on an ox-drawn cart. The villager driving
it had been somewhat scared at first - which, given Lord’s
appearance at the moment, was not all that surprising - but twenty
american dollars had helped him get over his fear and he had been
more than happy to let this strange-looking man sit in the back of
his cart.

The ride had been slow and bumpy, but Lord
hadn’t minded. That had given him time to dry shave with his knife
- he obviously cut himself several times - and carefully consider
what he was going to do next. He had been planning this whole thing
for weeks, ever since being contacted by Tyler, but even the best
plan in the world needs to be revised every once in a while and
adapted to the conditions of the moment, and that was exactly what
he was doing right now.

At first, he had planned to take only one or
two other men with him, find the package, fly back to the States on
board the chopper that was undoubtedly looking for him right this
instant, then disappear underground and ransom the crystal to the
company. After that, he’d have shared the profits more or less
fairly with his partners and gone to South America to enjoy the
good life. So far, the only part to have remained unchanged was the
part about ransoming the crystal.

When Tyler had informed him that they would
be going to Costa Rica near the Nicaraguan border, Lord had
realized that, in the event of a confrontation with a group of
armed rebels, a team or two or three men wouldn’t stand a chance;
he had therefore had to hire more help, which had in turn
eliminated the possibility of sharing the profits, and this for two
reasons.

First of all, if he had been able to take
only, say, two other men along, he could have handpicked
individuals whom he knew would be ready to go along with his plan.
In a larger group that included some people he barely knew, someone
would undoubtedly have disagreed and argued that they should simply
take the money they were offered and count their blessings. After
all, there was no guarantee that the company would agree to buy the
crystal back from them, was there? No there wasn’t, but Lord had a
feeling about these things, and his feeling told him that he was on
to something that would make him rich beyond anything he had ever
dared imagine. There was also the possibility that, after
explaining his idea to his partners, some of them would have seen
fit to cut his throat in his sleep and complete the plan
themselves. That would, obviously, have ruined everything for
him.

Second, assuming that everybody on the team
had been ready to follow his plan, which was very unlikely to have
happened, dividing the ransom money between seven individuals
instead of two or three - or, even better, only one - would have
reduced his own cut to an amount he considered unacceptable for all
the trouble that was involved.

For a little while he had thought about
hiring two men he thought he could trust, let them in on his idea,
hire four or five other men - peripherals, as he liked to think of
them - kill the peripherals after securing the package, and then
complete the plan as he had originally intended, but he had found
this idea to have two major flaws: one, if, after killing the
peripherals, they had found themselves stranded in the jungle for
whatever reason, they wouldn’t have been any better off in the case
of an encounter with a band of rebels; and two, it didn’t eliminate
the possibility of one of those two men cutting the two others’
throats.

So, after considering all his options and
evaluating all the possibilities he could think of, he had decided
to hire six peripherals - men he owed nothing and who, in turn,
owned him nothing - whom he would kill after retrieving the
package. That part of the plan had gone off without a hitch. He
knew that a lone man faced with a band of armed rebels is even more
vulnerable than a group if three men would be, but he also knew
that it is surprisingly easy for a lone man to become invisible in
the jungle if need be.

If he made any unpleasant encounters he would
simply become invisible and, should push come to shove, well, he
would go down with a gun in one hand, a knife in the other, and his
enemies’s blood all over his fatigues. So far all had gone well,
but he was not yet out of the proverbial woods. Literally.

To complete his plan, he still had to get
back to the States and ransom the crystal. He had thought about
waiting for the chopper he knew would be sent to pick him up but
had decided against it, since Tyler was very unlikely to send his
lovely blonde secretary Babette to meet him aboard the craft. More
likely he would be sending some very well armed security guards
with orders to keep him under very tight surveillance.

Whereas a band of heavily-armed mercenaries
might inspire some respect, seeing him all by himself might have
been inspired these security guards to turn him into swiss cheese
and thus save their employer a somewhat large sum of money. Also,
whereas three men would very probably have been able to overtake
these security guards and escape once on American soil, there was
no guarantee he could do the same thing all by himself. He was
pretty sure that he could, but his experience had proven him that
Murphy’s Law - Anything That Can Go Wrong, Will Go Wrong - had some
pretty solid foundations.

Not meeting the chopper had been something of
a last minute decision, but the more he thought about it the more
convinced he became that it had been the right one: not only would
the company not be exactly sure of what had happened until he
contacted it to ask for the ransom, it would also be a lot harder
for whoever the company sent after him - as it undoubtedly would,
after figuring out he’d stolen the crystal - to find him not
knowing precisely where in the world he was instead of knowing
precisely in which city to look for him.

The villager had begun singing and he noticed
that the jungle on each side of the dirt road was becoming less and
less dense, which told him they were approaching the village. He
put his backpack on, made sure the safety was off his weapon, and
waited. They entered the village less than two minutes later, just
as the sun was nearing its zenith.

The village looked no different from
countless others he had seen all over the world: a few dozen huts
with walls of clay and roofs of straw cluttered around a central
square where people met to talk, play and trade. The people who
lived here were poor, uneducated, and lived their lives with the
sun: they woke when it rose and went to sleep when it set. This
being midday, no doubt most of them were seeking shelter from the
intense heat either inside the huts or under the shade of some
large tree.

The cart stopped and the driver told him in
spanish that this was as far as he was going. Without waiting for
an answer, he jumped off the cart and went to lie under a tree,
pulling his large straw hat over his eyes. In a couple of hours, he
would wake just like all the others, conduct his business and then
go back home. Lord looked around him and was struck by how the
expression "stuck in the middle of nowhere" had never before seemed
more appropriate.

Indeed, if any place had ever deserved to be
referred to as "nowhere", this simply had to be it. He also
couldn’t help but notice how utterly peaceful the place was, the
only noise disturbing the silence being the chorus of birds and the
chatter of monkeys. He had never before been to Costa Rica, even
though his business had often led him to Nicaragua and Honduras to
the north, and Panama to the south. A country without an army and
with a long tradition of democracy and peace, Costa Rica had never
held anything of interest for him.

He shrugged and went to sit in the shade of a
tree about fifteen yards from where the driver, who had begun to
snore loudly, was lying; the spot gave him a vantage view of the
central square as well as of most houses, which suited him just
fine. With the jungle at his back, anybody wanting to take him by
surprise would have to be damn good. He took off his backpack and
layed his weapon across his knees, where he could grab it rapidly
if need be. He then took out his map and attempted to locate
exactly where he was: he didn’t expect to find a village this size
on the map - and since he didn’t know what the village was called,
he had no way of determining whether he was right or not - but he
knew that he had walked due south, away from the rebels, for four
days, covering roughly six miles each day, for a grand total of
twenty-four miles; he looked at the map for a moment or two, and
decided that he was somewhere near the town of Guàpiles, not all
that far from the coastal city of Limón, where he wanted to go. He
folded the map and stuffed it back in his pack.

The village was still deserted and he knew
from experience that it would be for a few more hours, until the
villagers were done worshipping the siesta goddess. Trying to get
them to do anything before they were done was as futile as asking
the sun not to shine. He wiped the sweat off his brow with his
sleeve and in the process noticed that, over the last few days, his
clothes had acquired a somewhat offensive olfactory quality which,
while not of any great importance while in the middle of the
jungle, might attract, in a town the size of the one he was
planning on visiting, some unwanted and unneeded attraction. He
also knew that his weapon was much too obvious; while villagers
used to dealing with rebels were unlikely to even notice it,
something told him that the policemen in Limón were very likely to
be of a different mind. He would have to get rid of it, or at the
very least find a way to conceal it.

He removed all his clothes, keeping only his
undershorts on, and piled them at his feet. He then fished out of
his backpack some fresher clothes and rapidly slipped them on; he
stuffed his .45 pistol in the front of his pants, under his vest,
putting two full clips in one of the vest’s front pockets. He still
looked like a military, but that was a problem he could solve once
in Limón, where it would be easier to obtain some civilian
clothing. Using his cleaning kit, he disassembled his rifle,
storing all of the smaller parts in a waterproof plastic bag, and
put everything at the bottom of his pack, along with the hand
grenades and the cylinder containing the crystal; it would only
take him a few minutes to reassemble it.

He then picked up the pile of now useless
clothes and threw them in the jungle; whether the villagers found
them or not was of no great concern, as they couldn’t be traced
back to him in any way. For a moment he thought about getting rid
of the tracking device, which he didn’t need any more, but decided
against it: leaving it behind, even if well hidden, would give
anyone looking for him unmistakable proof of his passage, should it
ever happen to be found and displayed by the villagers.

From where he was, he could see that the
village’s central square was little more than a widening in the
dirt road: there were tracks running through its middle and
disappearing in the jungle about seventy-five yards beyond the last
hut, heading south. Good: that just happened to be the way he was
going; all he now needed to do was find himself some mean of
transportation. Looking to his left he saw that the owner of the
ox-cart was still sound asleep and, for an instant, thought about
stealing the man’s cart, but rapidly rejected that possibility. A
man that looked like him driving an ox-cart - which he had no idea
how to do - would inevitably draw attention.

He then thought
about searching the village in the hope of finding an old truck or
even a bicycle, but that would have taken him too long without
providing any guarantee of success; if these villagers were rich
enough to possess any sort of vehicle, it was very likely to be
very well hidden somewhere in the jungle to keep it safe from
thieves such as himself. He could also wait for the villagers to
wake up and begin crawling out of their huts in the hope that one
of them could be of help, but that meant wasting two hours or more,
which he could not afford to do; he’d had more than enough of the
jungle and was eager to be out of it.

The only other possibility was to wake
someone and stick his gun in that person’s mouth to obtain some
answers, but, as much as he liked the idea, that might just prove
to be somewhat counterproductive. Some of these villagers were
probably armed and, this far away from civilization and law
enforcement of any type, no doubt one of them would gladly shoot
him in the back first chance he gave them. He could always take a
hostage to ensure his safety for a few miles, but that would have
been a bit extreme. Besides, he was very concerned about having as
few people as possible remember him; killing someone or taking a
hostage would go nowhere towards achieving this goal.

He bent down and examined the tracks; they
were deep and clearly defined, which indicated frequent use. He
could even make out a few tire tracks; a truck probably drove all
the way out here every once in a while to bring medicines and fresh
supplies of whatever these people might need, as well as bring back
to the nearest market whatever they had to sell. The only problem
was finding out exactly when that truck made the trip; it could be
every day, or every week, or every month... He had no way of
knowing. The idea of interrogating one of the villagers resurfaced,
but he pushed it aside.

The last
thing I need is for these morons to remember me coming through
here , he reminded himself. He kicked at the dirt in
frustration. So close, yet so far. Shit!

It then struck him that, so far, he had only
be seen by one man; that was easily taken care of. He walked to the
sleeping man, pulled out his knife, and expertly slit the man’s
throat; the villager died in a gurgling of blood. Problem solved.
After checking to make sure that he still had plenty of food and
water he began walking, traversing the village before disappearing
in the jungle.

He walked for two full days without meeting
anyone. He would always walk very close to the jungle, never in the
middle of the road, so as to be able to rapidly take cover should
he need to; he never did, for the only living creatures he saw -
other than the birds and myriads of blood-thirsty insects swirling
incessantly around his head - was a band of monkeys crossing the
road roughly fifteen yards ahead of him. There had been about
twenty of them, and they had stopped to stare at him, intrigued as
to what this strange looking creature might be; he had stared back
coldly. One of the monkeys, probably the dominant male, had begun
shouting and flailing his arms and jumping up and down, trying to
intimidate him. Lord had pulled out his .45, aimed calmly and shot
the monkey between the eyes, ripping half its head off. The other
monkeys had run away screaming, which had given him a good laugh.
Had he needed food he could have eaten the dead monkey, but he
hadn’t so he had just left it there to rot in the sun.

At night he would always climb up in a tree
and sleep there, after checking that there were no other occupants
such as pythons or red ants. He would usually wake up soaked to the
bone - the nights were extremely wet and humid - but a couple of
hours spent walking in the hot sun rapidly took care of that
problem. Since he didn’t know if the crystal could be affected by
this humidity, he had played it safe by putting the cylinder in the
waterproof plastic bag that contained some of his rifle’s smaller
parts. Every morning he would also collect in his canteen some of
the dew that appeared on the leaves. That was something he was
reluctant to do since he knew that some of the leaves contain
toxins that can poison the dew, but he had no other choice since he
didn’t know exactly where he was and how long he would be there. To
minimize the chances of getting sick, he would only collect a very
small amount of dew every morning, usually only a few drops off
several different leaves, in the hope that whatever toxins he might
inadvertantly ingest might thus be sufficiently diluted to become
harmless.

Halfway through the morning of the third day
he heard a noise that made his heart jump in his chest: at first he
thought it might be a flowing river, but then he recognized the
noise of a car or truck coming his way. The road in front of him
stretched out in a straight line for several hundred yards, and yet
he couldn’t see anything, no matter how hard he tried. He rapidly
opened his backpack and pulled out his binoculars; after focusing
them he was finally able to see a tiny cloud of dust still some
distance from where he was.

That was good: at least he’d have enough time
to hide, should he need to. He waited a couple minutes more and
then looked at the cloud of dust again, and what he saw made him
feel like singing: at first he had feared it might have been a
police vehicle of some sort, but he could now see that the vehicle
was a bright red, which was very good news. His ride had finally
arrived. He put the binoculars back in his pack, checked to make
sure that his pistol was ready to fire, and began walking again. He
met the vehicle less than five minutes later.

The Jeep - for
that was what it was, a splendid Jeep Wrangler - came to a halt in
a cloud of dust about one hundred feet from where he was;
apparently, the driver had not seen him until the very last moment.
He walked up to it and saw that it had two occupants, a young man
and a young woman, who both looked like graduate students. On the
side of Jeep, in white letters, was painted the inscription San
Jose University. Good. The driver turned off the engine.

"Hello", Lord greeted them, flashing a wide
grin.

The two students looked at each other, then
back at him. They were obviously very puzzled. The young woman, who
was driving, stood up, rested her elbows on top of the dashboard,
and said:

"Watcha doin’ out here?", she asked in a
heavy Texas accent. She had long brown hair tied in a ponytail,
delicate features, and her small round sunglasses gave her a
somewhat distinguished look. Lord noticed that she was very
pretty.

"I’m training", he lied.

"Training?", the young man repeated, standing
up.

"Yeah, I’m with the army. They parachuted us
ten miles from here and we have to make our way back to camp before
sunset today."

Lord immediately sensed that they hadn’t
bought the lie, and with reason too: he didn’t look anything like a
Costa Rican, even as heavily tanned as he was, and it was a
well-known fact that Costa Rica doesn’t have an army. He hoped
they'd assume he had meant the U.S. Army, but, to head off any
embarassing questions, he asked:

"What about you?"

"We’re graduate students at San Jose
University; we study anthropology", the woman answered. "There’s a
village about fifteen miles from here that was discovered only a
couple of years ago; we’re on our way there to evaluate how much
contact with the white man has changed the natives’ way of life
there." Lord guessed that she meant the village he had left two
days earlier.

"Sounds interesting", he said. "How long have
you been on the road?"

"Since five o’clock this morning. We want to
get there before noon, when the villagers all disappear in their
huts to sleep."

"I see", he continued. The young man seemed
on the point of asking him something, but Lord cut him off: "Your
front tire is looking kind of soft", he lied, pointing at the right
tire. "You should take a look at it."

"Oh no", they both said at the same time,
jumping out of the Jeep to come see for themselves. They both
kneeled by the tire, and Lord moved to position himself behind
them. He pulled out his pistol and, without a word, shot the young
man in the back of the neck; the student was violently projected
forwards, and his head thudded dully against the car. The young
woman screamed and jumped back about five feet. She looked at her
dead friend for a moment, then at Lord, uncomprehending.

"I thought you said you were with the army",
she protested feebly.

"It’s a one man army", he said, smiling
coldly. "I’m the general, so I get to do anything I like. Pretty
good deal, but the pay’s lousy."

"Please... please don’t kill me", she begged,
tears now running down her cheeks. "Take the Jeep, take the money,
take everything! But please don’t kill me! I promise I won’t tell
anyone!"

"Of course you won’t", he replied. "Since
you’re going to be dead. I’m actually doing you a favor, you know.
Two favors, really."

"How... how do you figure that?"

"Well, if I were to let you live, the
jungle’d kill you, except that it’d take a bit longer and be a lot
more painful; you wouldn’t stand a chance. That’s favor number one.
Favor number two, well, under normal circumstances, before killing
you, you and I would have ourselves a nice little party, if you see
what I mean." Her eyes widened in horror when she understood what
he meant. "I know you do. Luckily for you, I don’t have time to
fool around, literally, since I’m in something of a rush, so I’ll
just kill you. Goodbye."

She raised her hands in front of her face,
recoiling back, but the bullet struck her in the chest, right
between the breasts. She fell backwards in the dirt and simply
layed there sprawling, a thin rivulet of blood running from the
corner of her mouth. Lord put his backpack in the Jeep, shoved his
pistol back in the front of his pants, and then searched both
bodies and their luggage; he found their papers and some money, and
pocketed everything. Being found in possession of their passports
might be hard to explain, but that would only be a problem if he
got caught, which he didn’t intend on having happen any time
soon.

He dragged both bodies off the road and into
the jungle where, sometime during the night, some animal would come
and have a snack, eliminating the evidence; he also threw their
bags in the jungle. Kneeling by the Jeep on the driver’s side, he
pulled out his knife and scratched off the white lettering,
afterwards repeating the operation on the other side. He then
climbed in the Jeep and opened the glove compartment, where he
found a flashlight, some candles and matches, and a roadmap. There
also was, on the backseat, two jerricans full of gasoline.
Excellent. He turned the engine on and turned the Jeep around,
heading for what he hoped would be Guàpiles.

Five miles down the road he saw a battered
wooden sign that read, Guàpiles 14. Fourteen... what? Miles?
Kilometers? What did they use in this godforsaken country? It
didn’t really matter. He’d know when he got there, which would be
sooner rather than later. The more he rode, the less dense the
jungle became, an unmistakable sign that he was nearing an urban
center of some importance. The road went from dirt to asphalt, and
the jungle disappeared completely, leaving room for wide fields of
earth that looked just about ready to be sown, if they hadn’t
already been.

He reached the
outskirts of Guàpiles less than two hours after killing the two
students. He rapidly found a small shop where he stopped,
reluctantly leaving the pistol in the Jeep but taking the backpack
with him, to buy some more inconspicuous-looking clothes - white
pants, a navy blue short-sleeved shirt, a pair of leather boots and
a white hat - paying with the money he’d taken from his latest
victims. Looking at himself in the mirror, he thought he could
easily pass for a tourist exploring the interior of the country.
Satisfied, he climbed back in the Jeep and went in search of a
place where he could spend the night. He found a small inn and
rented a room with a single bed and private bathroom; he had to
kill several cockroaches before being able to use the shower, but
that didn’t really bother him. As of late, he’d been sleeping in
places much worse than this one.

After showering he shaved and gave himself a
radical haircut, using his knife to shave most of the hair off his
head; the hat he’d bought would protect him from the sun. That
done, he went to get some dinner and returned to his room early in
the evening. He had to get to bed early, since tomorrow promised to
be a somewhat eventful day. His pistol under the pillow, his eyes
only half-closed - a habit taken a long time ago by a man who had
understood early on that deep sleep left him as defenseless as a
baby - he slept a dreamless, and remorseless, sleep.

 


Compared to what he’d been through recently,
the road to Limón was a real picnic. Soon after leaving Guàpiles he
found a highway that led him straight to where he wanted to go, and
this in less than six hours. Along the way he met several police
vehicles, but he paid them no attention and they hadn’t bothered
him. In all likelihood, the students wouldn’t be reported missing
for several days, if not weeks: a study like the one they had set
out to do is not completed in a single day. The only thing that
could go wrong would be for the students to have been scheduled to
meet someone or to report to someone by radio, or something of the
sort, which might cause their disappearance to be discovered more
rapidly. But since he had no way of knowing for sure, there was no
point in worrying about it. If anybody wanted to ask him some
questions about their deaths, well, they were welcome to try.

He reached Limón in the middle of the
afternoon, right after the end of siesta, which was lucky for him:
an hour earlier and he’d have had to wait for those lazy slobs to
wake up and open their shops. He found another inn where he rented
a room for a week, since he didn’t know how long he would be in
town. He left his backpack in his room, taking the cylinder and his
pistol with him, and headed for the port where he knew he would be
able to find a way to get back to the States. On his way out he
stopped by the front office to talk to the owner of the inn, a fat
man whose main occupation seemed to be eating popsicles.

"Listen to me,
amigò", he told the man. "I left a bag in my room, and I
want it left alone. Comprende?"

"Qué?",
the man replied, feigning incomprehension. Lord banged the desk
with his fist, grabbed the man by the front of his shirt and pulled
him to him, over the counter, causing him to drop on the floor the
popsicle he’d been licking.

"Look, asshole,
I know you speak English, so don’t fuck with me. Anybody messes
with my bag, I’ll find out, come back and cut off your balls.
Right?"

"Si... si
senor. I keep an eye on your bag myself, senor. Nothing
happens to it, you see. Nobody go in your room", the man promised
anxiously. His face had turned a bright red and his eyes were
bulging out.

"As long as we understand each other", Lord
said, releasing the man before gently slapping his cheek a few
times.


"Cabrone!", the owner muttered after Lord had walked out of
the main office, all the while smoothing his crumpled shirt with
both hands.

Lord went to the Jeep, a satisfied smile on
his lips. He knew that the owners of some of the less-reputable
establishments - such as this one - were not above going through
the bags of their guests in their absence to supplement the already
extravagant price they were asking for their rooms. He didn’t have
anything worth stealing in his backpack, but he didn’t want anyone
finding the tracking device, let alone the hand grenades and rifle,
since that might have raised some questions as to the nature of his
business in Limón.

The safest thing to do would have been to
take the bag with him, but that would have meant carrying it around
with him everywhere he went. And should a speedy getaway be
required, the bag would have, at best, slowed him down and, at
worst, gotten lost or left behind. Now that he had an understanding
with the owner, he knew that his bag would be as safe as if he were
sitting on it himself. The fat man undoubtedly had easier victims
to prey on to fatten his wallet.

He rapidly made his way to the port section
of the city. Even though he had never been to Limón before, finding
the port proved relatively easy: he simply picked a major artery
headed east and followed it. Before long, the blowing wind brought
him a mixed scent of salt and diesel fuel, and he knew that he was
nearing his destination. The road he was on climbed in a steep
slope and, when he reached the top, he saw in front of him,
stretching to infinity over the horizon, the Caribbean Sea. From
what he could tell the road went all the way down to the docks, but
there was no point in going there this time of day. All the
sailors, all but the unlucky few left to stand watch, would now be
in the neighboring bars and clubs, enjoying the best that Limón
nightlife has to offer. That’s where he would be most likely to
find what he was looking for.

He rode slowly,
threading his way through the increasingly dense foot traffic,
until he saw a flashing neon sign that read Chicas! Filles!
Girls! and, in case a prospective patron spoke neither one of
those three languages, the universal translation: XXX. That
would do just fine. He parked his Jeep across the street from the
club; just as he was turning the ignition off, a filthy boy of
about twelve walked up to him.

"Por favor,
senor. Yo soy pobre. Dinero? [Please, sir. I am poor. Money?]",
the boy asked, extending his hand.

Lord stared at him for a moment, annoyed and
tempted to simply push the beggar aside and go inside the club; it
then dawned on him that the boy was more than able to come slash
his tires, or even steal the Jeep, as soon as he was out of sight.
Those beggars are never as helpless as they would like you to
think, he knew.

He dug in his pocket and pulled out a ten
dollar bill; when the boy reached out to take it, Lord grabbed him
by the wrist and pulled him closer. He was obviously hurting the
boy, as the other was wincing and wriggling to try and get his arm
free. He even punched Lord’s arm a few times, but soon understood
that he was caught. Lord looked around, by nobody was paying them
any attention. He took off his sunglasses and, when his icy blue
eyes met the boy’s, the child immediately froze in place,
petrified.

"You speak English, kid?", he asked.

"Si senor.
Un poco. A little bit."

"Good. You see this Jeep?", he said, pointing
at the vehicle with his thumb. "I want you to keep an eye on it
while I go in there and have a drink", he explained, now pointing
at the club across the street. "If anybody so much as looks at it,
I want you to come and tell me right away."

"Why sould I?", the boy asked defiantly.

"I’ll give you this ten dollar bill. And if
you do a good job and my car’s still in one piece when I get back,
I’ll give you twenty more."

"Deal", the boy agreed, now hungrily eyeing
the money.

"That’s not
all. Anything that happens to this car while you’re in charge of it
will happen to you: if it’s got parts missing when I get back, then
you’ll have parts missing soon after; and if it’s disappeared
altogether, then I’ll find you and make you disappear...
Comprende?", he added. To make his point even clearer, he
tightened his grip on the boy’s wrist, and the other let out a
faint cry of pain. "Comprende?"", he repeated.

The boy seemed
to think about it, and then apparently decided that this crazy
yanquì was more trouble than his money was worth. He tried
to kick Lord in the crotch, but the other sidestepped the kick, not
releasing his grip. The boy then repeatedly attacked the hand that
was holding it in a vise, punching it and clawing at it, to no
avail. When he tried to bite it, Lord hoisted the boy up in the air
by his arm until his feet left the ground. The boy wriggled like a
fish on a hook for a few seconds and then calmed down; just as Lord
was getting ready to let him down on the ground, they were
approached by a man who looked like a local, but who could also
have been a very well-tanned tourist. Lord didn’t care which one he
was.

"What’s going on, here?", the newcomer asked,
addressing Lord in English either because he didn’t speak Spanish
or because he had heard Lord use this language to converse with the
boy. He was standing to Lord’s left.

"Nothing that concerns you", Lord replied
coldly, ignoring the boy who was trying to use this diversion to
get away.

"It does concern me when a grown man picks on
a child. Let him go", the man ordered.

"Who the fuck are you?", Lord asked through
clenched teeth, becoming increasingly annoyed as the circle of
curious bystanders around them grew. "A cop or a hero?"

"Who cares who I am? Let him go, I told
you!"

Lord simply stared at the man, unblinking.
When it became clear that Lord wasn’t going to comply, the man took
a step forward and reached for Lord’s right arm, the one holding
the boy. Moving much more rapidly, Lord hit the man in the sternum
with his left elbow and then, as the man’s knees buckled, hit him
again in the nose, breaking it cleanly. Blood began flowing down
the man’s face and filled his mouth, making him cough. The man
stayed on his knees, coughing blood, for a full minute and then
slowly crawled away, leaving behind him a red trail. Lord then
looked at the bystanders and asked in a voice just loud enough to
be heard by everybody:

"Anybody else care to meddle in my
business?". They all looked down and began dispersing. "I didn’t
think so", he concluded. "Now about our business arrangement", he
told the boy, whom he was still holding up in the air.


"Qué?"

"Our deal", he said, letting the boy’s feet
touch the ground without however releasing his hold on the
wrist.

"Okay, okay. I’ll stay and watch your wheels,
bro. Don’t get all in a bunch.", the boy agreed. Apparently, most
of his free time was spent watching american TV. "Now just gimme
the cash."

Lord gave him the ten dollars before letting
him go. The boy stuffed the money in his pocket and then massaged
his wrist with his free hand. Lord smiled and tapped him on the
head.

"And don’t
forget what I said would happen if somebody messes with my car and
you don’t come and tell me", he reminded the child before walking
away. When he was across the street, he heard the boy call out to
him:

"And don’t you forget that you owe me twenty
more, jerk. If I don’t get it, I’ll make trouble for you... man!"
Lord ignored him, pushed open the door and entered the club.

As he had
expected, the inside of the club was noisy, smoky and obscene; but
then again, one of the numerous things his travels around the world
had taught him was that nothing looks more like the inside of a
club than the inside of another club. To his left, along the wall,
was the bar where patrons could buy whatever substances they needed
to increase their enjoyment of the nude bodies, be those substances
legal or illegal. To his right was the main stage where four naked
girls, one of which looked to him suspiciously young, were slowly
moving their oiled bodies to the sound of Guns N’Roses’
Patience. And finally, right in front of him were the tables
where the patrons took place to enjoy the show. There were several
other women wearing little or no clothing walking around, either
serving drinks or smiling lavisciously at the patrons in the hope
that one of them would request a private dance and thus
significantly increase their earnings for the night. Since it was
still somewhat early in the evening the place was almost empty, so
Lord had no trouble finding, in the corner of the room, an empty
table that would give him a view over the whole room.

He threaded his way through the tables and
waitresses - several of whom smiled suggestively at him - and, just
as he was nearing the table he had chosen, was intercepted by a man
who looked like Andre the Giant on steroids. The bouncer, who for
some reason had not met him at the door, put a large hand - more of
a paw, really - on Lord’s chest and said:

"Not so fast,
yanquì. You want to look at my babies, you got to have
money. No money, no pussy."

Lord tilted his head slightly backwards and
stared at the man in the eyes; deciding that, if need be, he could
take the bouncer in a fair fight - in his experience, men this big
usually relied on intimidation rather than on combat savoir-faire
to stay out of trouble. He replied:

"You take that
hand off me, gigante, or I’ll cut it off and use it for an
ashtray. I didn’t come here to make trouble: all I want is a beer
and some company. Right?"

The giant
stared back at Lord for a moment, then nodded and smiled. In the
background, the music changed from Patience to Alice
Cooper’s Wind-Up Toy, and a new set of strippers took the
stage. He removed his hand from Lord’s chest.

"I like you, yanquì", the bouncer said in a voice
that rolled like velvet thunder. "You not scare easy. You got
balls. Follow me, yanquì, I give you good table and
beer. Me and the babies show you good time."

Lord followed the bouncer who led him to the
same table he had previously chosen. The mercenary slipped him a
five dollar bill, and the giant smiled a smile that revealed
several gaps in his yellow teeth; apparently, Lord had been wrong:
the man didn’t seem afraid to put his fists and head where his
mouth was. Two minutes later a waitress brought him a tall glass of
warm, bitter beer, and Lord began sipping it slowly.

Two hours passed without anything of interest
happening; the place was now filled to capacity, and Lord was
beginning to wonder if he had not picked the wrong place to conduct
his business. None of the men he had observed entering the club had
the appearance of men able to help him. Not being a man of great
patience, he grabbed one of the strippers by the arm as she walked
by him:

"Hey, take it
easy, miele", she protested. "Lisa take care of you, no
problem. Tell Lisa what you need, show money, and we get it
on."

"Tell el
gigante I need to talk to him", he simply said, slipping her a
five dollar bill and pointing at the bouncer who was standing by
the door.

"Oh, come on, miele, you don’t want to talk to
him. Just let Lisa take you to heaven; you see, you not sorry,
money well spent", she said in her broken English, bending towards
him and wriggling her breasts to arouse him. Lord remained of
ice.

"I need to see el
gigante. Now", he repeated.

"Okay", she said, pouting. "You not know what
you miss."

She crossed the room and whispered something
in the bouncer’s ear, waving in his general direction. The man
nodded, waved at his assistant to come replace him at the door, and
then walked to Lord’s table.

"What you need,
yanquì?", he asked.

The fact that Lord was sitting made the
bouncer look even taller, so Lord stood up; nonetheless, he was
still several inches shorter than the other man.

"Somewhere we can talk in private?", he
said.

"Depends. What do you want to talk
about?"

"How to put money in your pockets."

"My favorite subject. Follow me."

The two men
went behind the bar, where the bouncer unlocked a door marked
Private. Before entering Lord rapidly spun around to see if
anybody was observing them, but all the patrons were busy whistling
and hooting at Lisa, who was now occupying the stage. Lord closed
the door behind him.

The bouncer turned on the lights, and they
were in a small office; Lord couldn’t decide whether the office was
really small or if it was the giant’s presence that made it look
that way.

"Talk fast,
yanquì. This is my boss’ office; he doesn’t like me coming
in here when he’s not around."

"Okay. I need to go to Miami. Soon."

"The airport is in San Jose. Flights leave
everyday."

"I’m afraid of flying. I don’t like
heights."

The bouncer slit his eyes until they were
almost completely closed, then dug in his pocket and pulled out a
pack of cigarettes. He shook one out, offered Lord - who declined -
one, then lit it and remained silent for a moment.

"Afraid of
flying? A gringo like you? More likely you don’t want to
talk to Customs. Right?"

"That’s irrelevant."

"What makes you think I can help?"

"Come, now,
gigante. You know everybody who comes in here."

"Maybe I do, maybe I don’t."

"I got one hundred dollars that say you
do."

Lord reached in his back pocket, making sure
that the bouncer got a good look at the pistol still stuck in the
front of his pants, pulled out his wallet and counted one hundred
dollars, which he gave the man.

"Fifty more when you’ve hooked me up with a
ride."

The giant counted the bills, and then made
them disappear inside his jacket. He took a few more puffs off his
cigarette - for a moment Lord tought the other might try to burn
him, take the money without giving anything in return - but then
the bouncer said:

"Go back to your table. I send man to talk to
you. Nice man. Nice clothes. Real classy. Look like George
Hamilton. Maybe he can help."

Without adding another word, Lord exited the
office and went back to his table. Less than a minute later he saw
the giant come out of the office, lock the door and then, to his
great surprise, go directly to talk to a man sitting at a table at
the other end of the room from where he was. From the description
the bouncer had given, this had to be the man in question. They
talked for a few moments, the man in a suit never even looking in
his direction, and the bouncer went back to his post by the door.
Several minutes went by, and Lord began to wonder if the bouncer
had not burned him after all. Just as he was getting ready to get
up and go ask for his money back, the man in the suit got up and
came towards him. Immediately, another man, who had been
anonymously standing with his back to the wall, followed him.

Bodyguard, Lord thought. Important
guy. Or at least he thinks he is.

The man in the suit came to Lord’s table and
sat down, not bothering to wait for an invitation to do so. The
bodyguard resumed his watch behind the man.

"I know you’re armed, sir", the man
immediately said. "I want you to know that my friend behind me is
too; you try anything, you’ll be dead half a second later."

"You’re no good to me dead."

"Nor are you to me."

"Fair enough."

"El monstruo says we might be able to
do business together Mr... ?", the man said. He spoke with an
accent that Lord couldn’t pinpoint; somewhere in the Middle East
was his best guest. Not that it mattered, mind you.

"Lugard. Frederick Lugard. El
monstruo? The monster? I call him el gigante."

"Mr. Lugard, you say?", the man repeated,
ignoring Lord’s comment about the bodyguard’s nickname.

"That’s right. You got a problem with
that?"

"No, of course not. Names mean so little
really. What can I do for you?"

"You know what I want, and I know you can
help; otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting here wasting both our
times."

"You are very arrogant, Mr. Lugard, for a man
looking to leave this country unseen and enter another one in a
similar fashion."

"I might be arrogant, but I don’t like
wasting time anymore than you do. So just quit the chit chat and
tell me how, where, when and how much."

The man sat back in his chair and took a
couple of deep breaths, his eyes drilling into Lord’s. He’s got a
temper, Lord thought. I better watch it or he’ll just walk away and
I’ll be stuck here.

"Very well", the man said. "This is how it
goes: I run a shipping business between Limòn and Miami. Every once
in a while I stop in Havana to pick up some additional...
cargo."

"That’s illegal. You’re breaking the
embargo."

"You, Mr. Lugard, don’t strike me as a man
who is worried about what is legal or illegal. You, like me, are a
man who understands that, to win the game, you sometimes have to
bend the rules. That’s all I do, Mr. Lugard: I bend the rules."

"I don’t bend the rules, not ever. But I
always break them."

"El monstruo told me you had balls,
Mr. Lugard. I admire that in a man."

"Whatever. Now that I know how, all we still
have to settle is when, where and how much."

"When is two days from now; where is dock
156E; and how much is four thousand dollars. The ship is called
Catalan Star, and it sails at high tide, around 5:00AM."

"All the way to Miami?"

"Not quite. Whatever cargo I pick up in
Havana I obviously cannot unload in Miami, so an associate of mine
meets us aboard a private ship one nautical mile outside U.S.
waters. He’ll take you to Miami."

"Deal."

"I want three thousand dollars right now, the
rest when you show up."

"Not likely to happen. I’ll give you one
thousand right now, the rest when I see that your ship is really
there two days from now."

"I can live with that", the man agreed.

Lord once again reached in his back pocket,
and instantly the bodyguard spun around to face him, a hand inside
his jacket. Lord raised both hands slowly.

"Easy, man", he said. "I’m just getting the
cash."

"It’s okay, Adam", the man said, raising a
hand. "Mr. Lugard and I have an understanding. Your concern is
however duly noted."

Lord pulled out his wallet and gave the man
his money. After counting it the man put it in an inside pocket,
stood up, and offered Lord his hand, who shook it tentatively.

"It was a pleasure doing business with you,
Mr. Lugard. We will see you two days from now; and please don’t be
late: I run a serious business, and we won’t be able to wait for
you."

Without waiting for an answer, the man left
the club, Adam right on his heels.When he walked by el
monstruo, Lord saw him slip the bouncer some money without even
slowing his pace. Lord waited for about ten minutes and then left
the club himself after giving the giant the fifty dollars he still
owed him.

"Watch out for him, yanquì", the
bouncer said as Lord walked by him. "He’s a serpiente, a
rata." Lord didn’t acknowledge him in any way, but carefully
registered the warning in the back of his mind.

Outside he was relieved to see that his Jeep
was still there, and all in one piece. Despite his threats to the
boy, he wouldn’t have wasted any time chasing him around the city
had something happened to the vehicle; he had more important things
to take care of. He quickened the pace.

"You in a hurry, man?", a funny voice said
behind him, as he reached the middle of the street.

He rapidly spun around and found himself face
to face with the man he had beaten up a few hours earlier; the
man’s broken nose had swollen badly, turning purple and green,
which gave him a voice like that of a young Jerry Lewis. Behind the
man stood three other individuals who seemed emboldened by the fact
that there was four of them and only one of him.

Under normal circumstances Lord would have
killed all four of them without even thinking about it twice, but
tonight he didn’t have time to screw around with these clowns; if
he didn’t make his point very clear very fast, they’d probably jump
him from behind as soon as he had his back turned. And the last
thing he wanted to do, now that he was so close to his goal, was
attract attention to himself. So far, tonight, he believed he’d
done a good job at behaving somewhat civilized and appearing
inconspicuous.

"I owe you one, fucker", Jerry Lewis
added.

"Look, asshole", Lord said, trying to keep
his temper under control. "I don’t know what your problem is, but I
already beat you up once tonight and I can do it again. So why
don’t you and your sissies just go your own way and forget all
about it."

"See, I don’t think I can do that. I
just..."

Stopping in the middle of his sentence he
tried to sucker-punch Lord, but the other simply ducked and the
fist drew an arc in mid-air two feet above his head. Lord punched
the man in the stomach twice, then once in the jaw, then once on
his broken nose. The man fell to the ground, screaming in pain,
both hands over his injured face. It had all happened too fast for
his three friends to intervene, but now they seemed just about
ready to do so. Lord pulled out his pistol and levelled it at them;
the three men froze, then took a step back, raising their hands at
chest level. He heard a woman scream, and then everybody around him
either started running or dove to the ground.

Walking backwards without taking his eyes off
the men, Lord went to his car where the boy was waiting for him,
sitting in the driver’s seat.

"See, man, I do
good job! Nobody touch your car! I tell them you bad dude! Now give
me my money."

Lord reached behind him, grabbed the boy by
the arm and then pulled him off the seat and into the street,
throwing him to the ground. He turned on the engine and drove away,
putting the gun under his seat. Out of the corner of his eye he saw
the three men pick up their friend and the other people slowly
start getting up; he also heard the boy shout an amazing amount of
obscenities at him, but he paid it no heed. Cursing himself for a
fool - pulling out a gun in the middle of a crowd wasn’t exactly a
good way to avoid drawing attention to oneself - he went back to
his motel where, he knew, he would find his bag intact.

Even though it was almost two o’clock in the
morning by the time he reached the motel, the light was still on in
the main office and he was only midly surprised to see the owner’s
obese shadow appear in the frame of the doorway and wave at him as
he slowly drove by. Apparently, this was the fat man’s way of
telling him that his room had been left undisturbed... and
unvisited.

He parked the Jeep in reverse, so as to be
able to make as speedy a getaway as possible, and then cautiously
entered his room, half expecting to see four or five shadows appear
in the darkness and jump him. When that didn’t happen, he relaxed a
little bit and locked the door behind him before turning on the
room’s only source of light, an out-of-fashion desk lamp on the
table next to his bed. He could tell just by looking at his bag
that nobody had messed with it, but he still checked out all the
straps and buckles to make sure. When he found them all tied
exactly the way he had left them, he knew that the motel’s manager
had been true to his word. But then again, in his experience, fear
of mortal danger and/or extreme physical pain will usually help a
man do just that.

He took off his sweat-soaked shirt and threw
it over the desk lamp, thus dimming the light and making himself a
less-tempting target for any eventual sniper positioned outside his
room. He then layed on his back on the floor - soft mattresses hurt
his back - and considered what he had accomplished in the last few
hours.

He had secured himself a ride out of this
godforsaken country and back to the United States; he had also
learned that the man offering this ride was not to be trusted under
any circumstances. He had drawn more attention to himself than he
desired but, other than try to limit the damage as much as
possible, there wasn’t much he could do about that. Of all the
people who had seen him tonight there was bound to be at least one
who would report him to the police: if not the kid then the man he
had beaten up, and if not him then someone who had seen him pull
out his gun. If it was one of the two former, or both, then the
police might also have a description of what he looked like; how
accurate a description he had no way of knowing, but at least there
were only two people - he didn’t think anybody else had taken that
good a look at him - who could give one.

Who had a reason to give one.

At the very least the police would have a
description of his vehicle and possibly even his license plate
number, which could rapidly become very unpleasant: if they ran a
check on it, they were bound to find out that the Jeep belonged to
the University. Assuming that the two students’ disapperance had
not yet been reported, they would then be quickly discovered to be
missing and he would become the prime suspect in their vanishing,
which would in turn cause a major manhunt to be launched, with him
obviously being cast in the role of the fugitive. While there
wasn’t anything major he could do about his physical appearance -
not here, not now - or about his vehicle’s - other than steal
another one, which was a bit risky for his taste at this point in
time - he could easily modify his license plate number without
resorting to theft or fraud. That way, any policeman chancing upon
it would not immediately recognize it.

Good and bad, positive and negative, yin
and yang, he thought. As always.

Taking only his knife and pistol with him and
not bothering to put his shirt back on, he turned off the light in
his room and went back outside, always moving with a caution that
might have seemed extreme and out-of-place to just about anybody
else, but which had saved his life on more than one occasion in the
past and which, he hoped, would do so many more times in the
future.

He kneeled behind his Jeep, next to the
license plate, and pulled out his knife. He read the plate -
BE88706 - and then got to work: he scratched some paint off the
"B", turning it into an "E"; the "E" he made an "F", the first "8"
a "5", the second "8" a "6", the "7" and "0" he left alone, and
finally the "6" became a "5". In a few seconds, his license plate
number had gone from a possibly-wanted BE88706 to an
surely-anonymous EF56705; under no circumstances would this number
fool anyone giving it anything other than a passing glance, but he
only had a couple of days to go and it should do until then.

Satisfied that he had done all he could under
the present circumstances, he stood up to go back to his room and
was then seized by an idea that made him burst out with laughter:
two days from now he’d offer to give the motel’s manager the Jeep
in exchange for a ride, in that same Jeep, to a location near the
port. If the man questioned this sudden generosity, he would simply
tell him that he was leaving the country for good, that he hadn’t
had time to sell it, and that this was his way of thanking him for
doing such a good job keeping his bag safe. No doubt the man would
swallow that explanation hook, line and sinker, and then bless his
good fortune.

What Lord would not tell him was that he had
wiped both the Jeep and his room clean of any fingerprints, and
that in the glove compartment were the dead students’ passports.
When the man was caught driving a Jeep stolen from two dead
individuals - as he would undoubtedly be, sooner or later - he
could always try explaining to the police that the Jeep wasn’t his,
that it belonged to some crazy yanquì, without however being
able to tell them just exactly where this yanquì had
disappeared to, why his fingerprints were nowhere to be found
either on the Jeep or in the room he had alledgedly occupied, or
why the glove compartment contained the passports of two dead
American students. Whether or not the man ever cleared up this
misunderstanding was not great concern of Lord’s. Tears of laughter
rolling down his cheeks, he went back inside his room.

 



SIX

 


The night was cool - as most nights were,
this time of year - and a fresh breeze was blowing. Nathan stopped
and looked at the stars: he spotted Orion and the Big Dipper, two
of the easiest constellations to locate in the nightsky, and then
resumed his walk. For once, his mind was void of any thoughts
whatsoever. Not thinking about anything at all, not even about the
fact that you’re not thinking about anything, is a feat that most
men find absolutely impossible to accomplish, but one that he had
mastered sitting in a Chinese jail many years ago.

He had thought he would lose the ability to
do so after escaping - after all, a Chinese jail does provide one
with ample time and opportunity to develop and maintain one’s
mental abilities and inner life - but that hadn’t been the case,
even though the void was increasingly becoming harder to reach. He
wasn’t sure exactly why that was: it might have been age or lack of
practice, but it could also have been the burning madness that he
knew was slowly consuming his mind.

He walked for about a mile before reaching a
park built around an artificial pond over which had been erected a
small wooden bridge. He hadn’t known that this was where he was
coming - not consciously, anyway - but now that he was here he also
knew why he was here. He had come here on instinct, without
thinking, like a dog that somehow finds his way back home even
though his master abandoned it tied to a tree in the woods a
hundred miles away. He went to the bridge and lit a cigarette. He
waited.

Soon after an eerie fog began to form - a fog
that only he could see, a fog that looked like what whipped cream
gas would look like - hiding the park around him, the sky over his
head, even the bridge beneath his feet. He went on smoking, the
smoke dissolving in the fog, becoming one with it, fusing its tiny
strenght with its mighty power. Then the fog began to move, to take
shape, to evolve, even though the breeze he had previously felt on
his face now seemed to have died. He flicked his cigarette away and
the fog eagerly swallowed it.

He felt no fear. He had been through this
many times. The very first time had been scary, but not in a
terrifying kind of way; more in an interesting, fascinating kind of
way, much like most people find tales of flying saucers sightings
and abductions by little green men scary. The fog began to reach
out for him, encircling him with vaporous tentacles, sneaking its
way inside his coat, his boots, invading his his body through his
nose and ears, exploring his mind and soul. Then it settled down,
having apparently recognized and welcomed him. Without looking up,
Nathan asked:

"Do I know you?"

Brothers in arms, brothers in war,
answered a voice that could only belong to an imaginary whipped
cream fog.

Nathan slowly raised his head and stared at
the shape in front of him. It was undoubtedly a man, but a man
given substance and shape by the fog in which he - it - existed.
Outside the fog, the man would have been as invisible and
unsubstantial as a ghost. He seemed to move in and out of the fog,
to appear and disappear, to coalesce and then dissolve.

Nathan couldn’t actually see the shape, but
he could feel its presence; his mind more than his eyes told him
that he wasn’t alone, that there really was someone standing there
with him. In order to be able to see the shape, he had to open his
mind to it, to free his soul from the shackles of reality and
logic. His own mind made the shape what it was, gave it substance,
made it as real as it could ever hope to be, and he had to
concentrate to preserve its corporeal integrity; if he didn’t, the
shape would melt and never return. He could also feel other shapes
moving behind the first one, but they appeared even more indistinct
than it was - if that was at all possible - and he couldn’t spare
them any attention.

"Understood, brothers in arms, brothers in
war. How many?"

Not fingers on one hand, not days in a
week, the Devil’s number is our number, answered the voice.

"Not five, not seven... Six. There were six
of you killed. What happened?"

Treacherous death, foulest betrayal, gold
and lead mixed in the alchemist’s cauldron, red life flowed from
our backs.

"Gold and lead... red life...", Nathan
repeated slowly, trying to understand. "You were promised money,
then betrayed; shot in the back. By whom?"

Foe Number One, Jesus Christ, the Man of a
Thousand Names and Faces, High Priest of Mammon, Judas of Word
Given and Blood Oath.

"Lord, of course. Tell me where he is,
brothers in arms, brothers in war, and you shall have justice."
Nathan felt no hate, no passion, no rage; this was neither the time
nor place. Later would be the time, and somewhere else the
place.

He comes, he comes, always he follows his
god’s treacherous path, straight to the heart of the spider’s web
the insect blindly rushes.

"The spider? Who’s the spider? Me? Am I the
spider, brothers in arms, brothers in war? Is he the insect?"

The spider is an insect and an insect can
be a spider, just like snow is water and water can be snow.

"I don’t understand."

Always things change, always the gods shuffle the world’s
power icons, always the weak becomes the strong and always the
strong becomes the weak.

"Always..." Nathan whispered to himself,
trying to make sense of the fog’s words. He then realized that he
was trying too hard to understand, that he had inadvertantly raised
the drawbridge to his mind’s fortress. Closing his eyes, he forced
himself to relax and open his mind, concentrating on the meaning
rather than on the words themselves. Then it came to him: "Of
course... Right now I’m strong, but a single mistake could make me
weak. I can be the spider and he the insect, but it can also be the
other way around, if I’m not careful. But as things stand, I’m the
spider and this is my web; the insect never escapes the web."

The spider feeds on the insect, but the
bird feeds on the spider and the snake feeds on the bird.

"And since I’m the spider, I should beware of
the bird... Tyler and the Eye? They’re bloody fools. I’ll deal with
them later."

The blind man doesn’t see the fire, and
yet it burns his flesh as cruelly as it does the seeing man’s. The
deaf man doesn’t hear the arrow sing, and yet it pierces his heart
as easily as it does the hearing man’s. All things are mortal, all
things die, but the fool is always first.

"I know, I won’t take them lightly. Does Lord
have the crystals?"

Close to his heart are the fallen stars,
more precious than his soul they are to him. Many lives they have
cost, but his he still keeps.

"Fallen stars...? Right. Shiny things that
fell from the sky. You have my word, brothers in arms, brothers in
war: he’ll pay with his life."

Like a hyena he feeds on putrid flesh, like
a cobra he strikes when least expected, like a wolf he fights for
his life and what he cherishes, like a hawk he attacks the unwary
prey, like an aged elephant he has cunning and experience, and like
a man he kills for the pleasure and feels no remorse.

"I know his ways; we’ve met before."

Threatened by the snake, the bird has
flown to the spider’s web and now awaits.

"W..."

Before Nathan had had time to reply, the form
disappeared and the fog began to dissolve slowly, being drained by
the ground, swallowed by the trees and rocks, and sucked away by
the sky. And then it was completely gone, as if it had never been
there at all. Nathan lit another cigarette and began walking
towards his office, still thinking about nothing at all. When he
got there, he was only half-surprised to find Tyler waiting for
him.

The bird, threatened by the snake, had flown
to the spider’s web.

 


* * *

 


Lord finished wiping the hot water knob in
the shower and then breathed a sigh of contentment: that should
take care of erasing any sign that he’d ever spent any time in this
room. He had wiped everything three times, both in the room and in
the Jeep, both to be on the safe side and to keep his mind
occupied.

The thing was,
everything that he did not control made him nervous and worried
him. And he did not completely control the next part of his plan,
which was to get aboard the Catalan Star and leave the
country. If he were to show up at the port and find the ship gone -
or, even worse, find that the ship had never even existed at all
and that he had been taken for a ride - he would find himself in
deep trouble; no trouble he couldn’t get out of, mind you, but
trouble nonetheless.

But such negative thoughts were nothing new to him: he always
liked to imagine that the worst would happen, to plan for the worst
possible eventuality. That way, if his predictions came true, he
was ready and, if they didn’t, he still came out on top. One thing
was for sure: if he missed his ride for one reason or another, he
knew one gigantic doorman, not to mention one certain
George-Hamilton-look-alike, who would not live to call another
American yanquì.

Looking at his watch, he saw that is was
almost 3:30AM and that it was time to get moving, even though it
was still dark outside. He slipped into a light jacket to hide the
gun in his belt, put on a pair of leather gloves - no point in
risking to ruin two hours of work this close to the end - and put
his backpack in the Jeep. He then went to get the motel’s
owner.

As he had expected, he found the light in the
main office still on; apparently, the fat man needed very little
sleep - which might be explained by the fact that he spent most of
his days in a drunken stupor. Lord walked in the office and banged
his fist on the desk a few times; the owner appeared out of the
back room after a few moments, a dirty magazine - which featured a
suspiciously young-looking girl on the cover - in one hand and a
lost look in his eyes. Smiling viciously to himself, Lord said:

"I’m leaving. I need a ride."

"A ride?", the
man repeated, uncomprehending. "I not have car, senor."

"I know. You can use mine and then keep
it."


"Qué?"

"You heard me, fat man: give me a ride into
town and you can keep the Jeep." Lord slammed his keys on the desk
with a metallic noise. The man looked at them, then back to Lord,
then back at the keys before saying:

"I... I not
understand, senor. Is this some crazy yanquì
joke?"

"It’s no joke,
maricon. I’m leaving this goddam country for good and I
didn’t have time to sell it, some I’m giving it to you. Just give
me a ride into town and it’s yours. I can’t take it with me."

The man reached out tentatively - keeping a
wary eye on Lord all the while - and took the keys. He weighed them
in his left hand, as if trying to determine whether or not they
might not be made of solid gold, and then closed his fist around
them, smiling contendedly.

"Crazy
yanquì!", the man said with a small laugh. "Deal!"

"Good. We leave now."

Without waiting for an answer, he left the
office and went to sit in the Jeep, where he was soon joined by the
man.

"Why you
wearing gloves, yanquì?", the man enquired. "You cold?"

"I earn my living with my hands", Lord
answered patiently. "I need to protect them from the cold and
damp."

"Ha!", the man laughed before adding in
Spanish, under his breath, something that sounded strangely like
precious little doll. The fat man turned on the engine, maladroitly
shifted into first, and they headed into town.

Twenty minutes later, Lord got out of the
Jeep a few blocks from the bar where he had made contact with the
trafficker. He was still about a mile from the port, but he had
plenty of time ahead of him and he didn’t want to give the motel
owner too good an idea of where he was going. He saw the man wave
at him as he rapidly drove away in the empty streets, but he
ignored him. As soon as the Jeep was out of sight, he began walking
in direction of the port.

He eventually
arrived at a sign that read Puerto, Muelles 153A - 163F;
looking at his watch, he saw that he still had roughly forty-five
minutes before the Catalan Star sailed. Assuming it really
was there, of course. Following the arrow he turned right and soon
realized that he wasn’t as close as he had believed: each dock was
identified with a number and a letter and measured something like
two thousand feet in length; that meant that, in order to get to
dock 156E, he would have to walk from dock 153A to dock 156E, for a
grand total of 23 docks (153, 154 and 155, from A to F, and then
156 from A to E) or 46,000 feet - just over eight miles. In
forty-five minutes? That meant that he’d have to cover almost one
thousand feet per minute, one mile in five minutes. Loaded as he
was, he doubted very much that he would make it; he could probably
keep up for the first two or three miles, but then he’d inevitably
begin to slow down and that wouldn’t be good. Not good at all.

He looked around and saw that, in many
respects, he was as stranded now as he had been several days
earlier in the jungle. As far as the eye could see, there wasn’t
anything but concrete, water and locked-up warehouses all around
him. He thought about trying to break into one of those warehouses
in the hope of finding some type of vehicle inside, but that would
cost him much time - which he had in limited supply - without
offering any guarantee of success. He threw his backpack to the
ground in frustration, and then picked it up and started running.
For now, that was just about all he could do.

He had to stop about ten minutes later,
completely winded. He put a knee to the ground and lowered his
head, gasping for breath. Sweat was running down his face, burning
his eyes and soaking his shirt, and his heart was beating furiously
in his chest. He was as in shape as a man in his line of work
needed to be, but the damp morning air and the weight on his back
were taking their toll on his endurance. He couldn’t keep up much
longer, and that meant that he would miss his ride and be back to
square one with no way out of the country. He had broken a cardinal
rule by not planning an alternate way out, by not providing for an
emergency escape route, but there had been no time for that.

He now realized that giving the motel manager
his Jeep had been a mistake - as it would have come in damn handy
just now thank you very much - but that had seemed at the time like
a good way of covering his tracks. He’d never make it on time if he
kept going on foot, he now knew for sure, so he had to find another
solution. That’s when the gods of war, whose whims are as erratic
as a butterfly’s flight in a storm, came to his rescue: behind him,
a pair of lights were approaching, accompanied by the unmistakable
sound of an engine in bad need of a tune-up.

The car was still several thousand feet
behind him, which gave him plenty of time to decide how to best
play his hand. He was pretty sure he could hitch a ride to the dock
he was going to - if the driver would not give him a ride, he’d
simply take it - but he had to decide what he would do with said
driver when his services were no longer needed. He could simply let
him go and hope that the man didn’t remember him if anybody ever
asked, or he could make sure that the man, even if he remembered
him, couldn’t ever tell anyone. He was, so to speak, caught on the
horns of a dilemma. But that didn’t last long: in his experience,
when one was confronted with having to choose between leaving
behind either a potential witness or a corpse, it was always better
to opt for the latter. So he did.

The vehicle was approaching fast, and Lord
could now see that it wasn’t a car at all but rather an olive-green
pick-up truck identified as belonging to the harbor patrol. He put
his pack on the ground and waved his arms high above his head to
signal the truck to stop; it did so about ten feet from him. Lord,
wearing his biggest and brightest smile, walked up to the driver’s
side and the driver - a man of about thirty-five wearing a thin
mustache and dressed in an uniform whose color matched that of the
truck - lowered his window. Lord said:

"Good morning, sir. Could you give me a
ride?"

"Buenos
dias, senor! What are you doing out here so early?"

Lord’s left hand moved faster than the eye
could see. He grabbed the man’s throat through the open window -
thus stiffling any cry which might have been coming - and squeezed
with all his might. The man’s eyes bulged almost instantly, his
tongue stuck out and his face began to turn red; he tried to pry
off Lord’s steel grip with his hands, but to no avail. Knowing that
his strength was failing fast, the man then repeatedly hit the horn
with his two fists, but the sound was lost in the morning’s
silence. A thin smile on his lips, Lord squeezed some more and the
man’s body went limp, an indistinct gurgle escaping his lips. The
killer then opened the truck’s door with his free hand and pulled
the body out onto the pavement. Not releasing his grip in the
least, he hit the man’s head against the ground four or five times
to make sure that he was dead or, in the least, reasonably knocked
out.

He pulled out
his knife and rapidly removed all of the man’s clothes and personal
items. Then, moving with expert ease, he cut off the man’s fingers,
nose, lips, ears and eyes, thus completely disfiguring him and
rendering any eventual identification of the body that much harder;
the police would have to rely on distinctive birthmarks or on the
man’s dental records to make a positive identification of the body.
He wrapped all of the body parts in the man’s shirt and went to
dump them in the ocean before doing the same thing with the body;
whatever fish roamed these waters would welcome the free meal. That
done, he looked at his watch and saw that he had wasted almost ten
precious minutes. He rapidly gathered what was left of the clothes
and put them in the back of the truck, where they were soon joined
by his backpack. He climbed behind the wheel and headed for dock
number 156E where, he hoped, the Catalan Star was waiting
for him.

It was. He parked about one hundred feet from
it, right next to a smaller vessel moored behind it, wiped the
steering wheel clean of all fingerprints, then jumped out and,
after grabbing his backpack, headed for the ship.

It wasn’t all that different from the
hundreds of commercial ships that ply the ocean routes that
criss-cross the globe. Its huge hull was painted black with a white
line at the top, and it was splotched here and there with spots of
rust. Lord craned his neck all the way back but wasn’t able to see
much above the white line; nobody seemed to be aboard, yet he knew
that no ship is ever left unguarded. Someone had to be standing
watch.

"Hey ho, Catalan Star!", he yelled at the top
of his lungs. His voice echoed for a few minutes in the silence,
but nobody answered him. "Hey ho, Catalan Star!", he repeated.
"Anybody on board?"

A few seagulls, frightened by his voice, took
flight behind him, feebly protesting this early wake-up call with
their creaky chants, but no human deigned answer him. He kicked the
ground in frustration, letting out a few curses in three different
languages, and was just about ready to go in search of a way to
climb aboard when a voice, coming from way above his head, called
out to him:

"Any man who can swear like that has got to
be a sailor", it said in an accented English. A man’s face appeared
over the rail, looking down at him; the sailor - for that
undoubtedly was what he was - wore a black bandanna around his neck
and looked like he had neither shaved nor showered in several
days.

"Not quite, mate", Lord answered. "Are you
the man in charge?"

"No, I’m just the guy you’re talking to. The
cap’n is who you mean."

"Is he around?"

"Yeah, but he’s awful busy now. We’re lifting
anchor in twenty minutes."

"I know, but I need to talk to him."

"You got an appointment?", the man asked,
laughing hard at his own joke.

"No, but I’m supposed to come on board."

"Are ya, now? You said yo’self you wasn’t no
sailor."

"Ask the cap’n, he’ll know."

"I don’t think I wanna do that. Looks to me
like you’re just some guy looking for work or trying to hitch a
free ride."

"You’re not making any sense. If I were
looking for work, I wouldn’t tell you that I’m not a sailor. And if
I wanted a free ride, I wouldn’t be discussing it with you; I’d
have hid inside one of those containers, instead. Now go tell the
captain that Frederick Lugard is here."

"Never heard of you. Should...". The man was
interrupted by the sound of engines being cranked up; the ship
began to shake noticeably, producing small ripples in the water.
Apparently, the ship really was getting ready to leave; the sailor
looked behind him, nodded, and then looked back at Lord. "I’m
sorry, mate, but I gotta go; job to do. But it was nice chatting
with you. Maybe we..."

Lord had pulled out his gun and was now
pointing it straight at the not-so-large target that the man’s head
formed; still, Lord thought he could manage a pretty good shot if
he needed to. He said:

"Please meet my friend, Mr. Colt", he said
loud, enough to cover the engine’s noise and to be heard by the
man. "Together, we can shoot the wings off a fly at five hundred
yards. We would therefore have no trouble whatsoever giving you a
third eye if that is what you desire."

"Easy, mate. I mean..."

"Time for talk is over. Your ship is leaving,
and I need to be on it real bad. Now I’m giving you three choices:
call the captain, give me a way to come on board, or die."

The man moved as if to get away from the
rail, but Lord was much faster. He fired and the bullet ricocheted
off the hull approximately two feet beneath the man’s face, leaving
a trail of sparks behind it. He had been aiming for the man
himself, but had missed. Luckily, the man had no way of knowing
that and thought that the shot had only been meant to show that
Lord was serious. He said:

"Okay, okay, mate. I’ll go get the
ladder."

"Not you!", Lord said loudly. "Tell someone
to bring it."

"Alright." The man once again looked behind
him, and waved. A few seconds later another man appeared above the
railing, tied two ropes to it and threw a rope ladder over it, the
end of which landed at Lord’s feet.

"Sorry, mate", the sailor said. "That’s the
only way we have to bring you on board this close to departure. You
think you can manage?"

"Watch me", Lord said, securing his backpack
and sticking the gun in his belt. He grabbed hold of the ladder and
began climbing as fast as he could. He realized half a second too
late that he had made a fatal mistake.

As soon as his head reached railing level,
his hair and shoulders were grabbed by more hands than he could
count and he was abruptly pulled forwards; he landed half on his
head, half on his shoulder, and he saw stars flash before his eyes.
His first instinct was to reach for the gun in his belt, but
someone he couldn’t see tried to pry the backpack off him, thus
immobilizing his arms completely. A size-12 boot came crashing
against his jaw just as he was getting up on his knees, and he fell
forwards again. The backpack was finally taken off him, and someone
hit him in the small of the back with something that felt like an
iron bar, thus quite effectively knocking the wind out of him.
Still, he managed to grab an ankle and pull, bringing the body
attached to it crashing to the ground; he heard a bone snap and
someone scream in pain right after.

Four hands grabbed him by the shoulders and
brought him up on his feet. He was immediately punched repeatedly
in the stomach, which caused his knees to buckle. Two hands grabbed
his head, lifted it and Lord had just enough time to turn it
slightly to the side so that the knee that had been aiming for his
nose instead landed on his cheekbone. He felt his legs give out
completely, and the hands didn’t try to hold him up. He was left to
collapse on the ground where, lying more or less motionless, he was
kicked, punched and hit like he had rarely been kicked, punched and
hit in his life. He instinctively turned on his stomach and brought
up his knees beneath him, adopting something that resembled the
foetus position to minimize the amount of body his attackers could
hurt. But that didn’t stop them from trying, as the blows just kept
on coming.
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