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Prologue - A Little Encouragement

 


Monday, August 25, 2008 11:49pm

 


"I'm getting too old for this kind of work,"
muttered Dr. Francis Bertrand. His hand shook a little as he
inserted a small screw into the open electronic device that lay in
pieces before him.

The screw squirted out from under the tiny
screwdriver he was using. It bounced off of his chest and fell
beneath his desk.

"Wonderful," he grumbled, and slid off of his
chair to root under his desk for the tiny fastener. It was
difficult to see in the small space, but his hand brushed against
the small metal point. He was finally able to locate and pick up
the traitorous thing.

His knees complained with several pops and
stabs of pain as he rose from the floor and collapsed back into his
desk chair. The wooden chair creaked protests of it own at the
sudden weight.

The doctor placed the screw on his desk, and
then a sudden movement caught his eye. Given the specialized nature
of his work, he should not have been surprised by such a sight, but
Dr. Bertrand still stared in amazement at his double seated in one
of the guest chairs on the other side of his desk.

"Oh," he said quietly, and sat back in his
chair.

His double smiled at him. "It is always a bit
of a shock, is it not?"

Dr. Bertrand nodded and returned the
smile.

"After all this time and work," the scientist
said, "it is good to see some proof that success is at hand. When
do you hail from?"

The double looked at a device in his hand. It
was a commercially available personal digital assistant, or PDA.
Not coincidentally, the exact same PDA that lay disassembled on the
desk.

"About three hours from now. This is the
maiden voyage, as it were."

Dr. Bertrand got up from his desk and came
around to look over his double's shoulder at the small screen.

"And the borrowed time?"

His double held up the small unit so Dr.
Bertrand could see it. The digital readout at the top of the screen
said 23:59:26. The old man gave a grunt of satisfaction.

"Functioning as expected. Excellent!"

The doctor came back around his desk and sat
in the wooden chair. His look of jubilation faded a bit and he met
the eyes of his double.

"Have you been back to see..?" the doctor
began, but stopped when the copy shook his head.

"No, not yet. As I said this is the maiden
voyage. I've much to do before attempting a trip of that
magnitude."

"Indeed," Dr. Bertrand said. He placed his
hands on the arms of the chair and lifted himself upright. He moved
as if it took more effort each time he rose. Finally standing, he
held out his hand.

"Congratulations, Dr. Bertrand."

His double also stood slowly and the two men
shook hands.

"And the same to you, Dr. Bertrand."

The man behind the desk shook his head and
gave a wry smile.

"No accolades for me yet. All I have is a
bunch of parts on my desk, but you have a working device."

Both scientists shared a chuckle at being on
opposite sides of the same coin.

"I should return," the double said, "so that
you can finish your work and then make this meeting take
place."

"Bon voyage," Dr. Bertrand said, and watched
as his double tapped at the screen and disappeared. He stared at
the now-empty space for a moment, and then folded himself back into
his chair. Picking up the tiny screw, he inserted it into the open
casing and reached for the screwdriver. A large smile split his
face and he began to hum Mozart as he worked, secure in the
knowledge that he did not labor in vain.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



Chapter 1 - Searching for Scapegoats

 


Wednesday, September 03, 2008 9:55 PM

 


Paul Robbins strode into his office and
dropped into his desk chair with an exasperated sigh. He was a
large man: linebacker large. He stood well over six feet tall and
sported a broad build. Five days a week in the gym gave him a
marine's physique. His dark hair was cut short, and he had an
attractive face that often drew the interest of women. That
interest would usually last only until they saw his eyes. Those
orbs caused men to quail and women to shrink away. Black and
unrelenting, his eyes radiated a fierce determination that rarely
changed regardless of the expression on the rest of his face.

His eyes shone with a different emotion now,
that of intense anger. He had been given incomplete information,
and that always angered him. In his role as head of security at
Intellisys, he performed best when fully informed. Not being
thoroughly briefed caused the invariable snafus like the one he had
just witnessed. Gold cufflinks glinted as he reached for the
telephone and dialed.

"John, it's Paul. Can you come to my office?
It's about Bertrand."

He returned the handset to its cradle and
waited. Paul enjoyed the fact that his importance and intimidation
factor were such that that John Felch, CEO of Intellisys Research
and his boss, would come running like an obedient puppy.

Paul's credentials were a complete mystery to
everyone at Intellisys, and he liked it that way. Even his boss did
not have a firm idea of his background. He knew that the water
cooler pundits had theorized that he was ex-military or ex-Mafia,
if there were such a thing. On one point they all agreed: Don't
cross Paul Robbins or you'll live to regret it. He was a man who
did what was needed without remorse or second thoughts, yet in no
way tarnished the spotless reputations of either himself or his
company. He would have flourished in either the military or the
Mafia, but chose to answer only to himself and cut his own
path.

His mood improved slightly at the feeling of
power that coursed through him when the executive appeared only a
couple of minutes later. The CEO had dark brown hair with just a
touch a gray at the temples, and a friendly face that worked well
to soothe shareholders and woo investors. He looked every inch the
corporate executive. While John had three inches on Paul, most
people thought that Paul was taller unless the two men were seen
standing side-by-side. Paul's personality was so overpowering that
he seemed to dwarf everyone in the room.

"So, what happened?" John asked. "Was he
there?"

"Yes, he was," Paul stated flatly. "When I
arrived."

"Did he have the device?" John leaned forward
in his chair and scanned the top of Paul's desk. "Did you get it
from him?"

"Yes, he had a device, and no, I didn't get
it from him." Paul gazed coldly at John, his rage rising again.

"Why not?" John asked, confusion evident in
his face. "Surely a man of your stature could wrest it from an
elderly..."

"Because he vanished into thin air!" Paul
yelled, pounding his fists on the desk and leaping to his feet. The
CEO sat back in shock at the unexpected outburst as the words
reverberated in the room.

Paul unleashed the full force of his stare on
the CEO, and some part of him absently registered satisfaction that
John appeared to be resisting the desire to squirm.

"Vanished?" John asked faintly.

"Vanished. As in
now-you-see-him-now-you-don't. As in I was suddenly alone in his
house with no device and no scientist." He hadn't really been alone
in the house, but John didn't need to know that.

"Where... where did he go?"

"How the bloody hell should I know?" Paul
straightened and glared at John. "You should have told me that he
had a working prototype." Paul's unwavering stare accused the other
man. "I could have prevented this whole mess, kept him from
removing the device from the lab. I could have prevented this
disappearing act, but only if I had been given the proper
information before you sent me to reel him in."

As if stalking prey, Paul came around to sit
on the front edge of his desk. He knew that in this position he
loomed over the seated CEO, increasing the man's discomfort. He sat
there frowning at his boss, quietly letting the silence grow
between them. John's face reddened with the effort of holding his
tongue, but he ultimately failed in that attempt, as Paul knew he
would.

"It was vital to keep Bertrand's breakthrough
as quiet as possible," John said, his voice almost a whine. He knew
better than to ignore the accusation. For a moment, Paul saw anger
in John's eyes at being manipulated into speaking, but the emotion
flared and died as Paul mutely reminded the executive who would be
the recipient of that anger.

"And was it also necessary to keep the fact
quiet that Bertrand had confronted you only a week ago? That he was
disturbed about conditions here at Intellisys?"

John's eyes widened at this remark, and once
again Paul felt grim satisfaction at seeing John's surprise. The
CEO obviously had not expected Paul to know about the private
meeting that occurred last week.

"Francis... Dr. Bertrand had expressed to me
some concerns about the recipients of the technology developed here
at Intellisys," John replied. "Specifically, he was worried about
the rumors that we are funded by and report to the blackest part of
the U.S. government."

"And are the rumors true?"

"I am sure you are aware that our sources of
funding are classified," John said with a cold smile. Paul could
tell that the other man felt good being back on familiar ground,
and he allowed the small victory. Paul already knew who Intellisys'
backers were, and even had his own contacts with them that John
knew nothing about.

"I didn't tell you because I did not think it
would be relevant to the situation," John said, righteous in his
position. "Your job was to bring the doctor in and secure his work.
A task you failed to accomplish."

"My apologies," Paul replied, a note of
sarcasm creeping into his voice. He was tired of dealing with this
idiot.

"What do you want done now?" He walked back
around his desk and sat in his chair.

John's smile faded and he licked his lips
nervously. "Once he reappears we need to retrieve that device. It
is too important to the future. This company's future. It cannot
slip from our grasp."

"All right," Paul said, leaning back and
studying the ceiling. "It might get a bit messy, though."

"I don't care what has to be done," John
said, getting to his feet. "As always, just be sure to keep the
company name out of it."

"I always do," Paul said, sitting up and
reaching for his phone. "Do you want to know the details?"

"No, no," John replied. "I'll leave you to
it."

Paul smirked as the CEO nearly ran out of his
office. Even though he surely knew Paul's department was necessary,
John had never shown an interest in the methods Paul and his men
employed. Paul had no doubt that John felt his lack of knowledge
would give him plausible deniability. Over the years, Paul had
squelched many threats to Intellisys caused by jittery scientists
and nosy outsiders. As long as he kept the secrets of the company
safe, John didn't care what Paul's methods were.

He felt his anger drain away as plans for the
capture of the old scientist flitted through his mind. Paul picked
up the phone and dialed an extension, one that was not in the
employee directory and was known only to him. It was the number for
his assistant. Unlike most employees with that title, Paul's
assistant did not file papers or fetch coffee. He was much more
specialized.

"Glenn," said the voice on the other end of
the line. The voice was slightly raspy with a nasal tone.

"I've got another job for you. Since Bertrand
has disappeared," Paul told the voice, "I need someone to watch his
house for his return."

"Done. And if he returns?" Glenn asked.

"Call me, and don't approach him. As you
know, he's, what shall we say... skittish."

"Fine," Glenn replied, and the connection was
broken. He was not much for small talk.

Paul sat back in his chair and spun around to
look out the window. He could be as patient as he had to be.
Bertrand would reappear sooner or later, and Paul would be
ready.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



Chapter 2 - The Return of Dr. Bertrand

 


Monday, September 08, 2008 10:48 AM

 


A thin man in a gray suit sat at a plain
wooden desk, working at a sleek computer. The room he was in was as
Spartan as the furniture; the pale walls unadorned with any art or
other decorations. He stopped to rub his temples beneath his solid
gray hair, and then pulled an aspirin bottle out of a drawer. He
shook out two pills and swallowed them along with a swig from the
glass of water that was the only other thing on the desk besides
the computer.

It had been a hell of a week for Glenn. It
had all started with the disappearance of one of Intellisys' most
important researchers, then the security breach that had happened
right afterward, during which he got knocked in the back of the
head. He suspected that he had a mild concussion, but didn't bother
going to a doctor to find out for sure. Once he had revived, there
had been quite a mess to clean up. Garbage detail had been
horrific, and he had needed to put the body on ice before seeing to
its final disposition. Since then, he had been trying to find the
missing scientist and discover the identity of the man who had
broken in. Glenn had only gotten a glimpse of him before his head
erupted in blinding pain followed by a period of darkness. So far
he had not been successful.

The phone rang, and he frowned as the special
ring told him it was the forward from his boss's phone. One of the
unfortunate consequences of last week's events was that Paul
Robbins was unavailable, and he had to fill in for a time. That
meant answering Paul's phone. Taking another quick swig of water,
he lifted the handset and answered. From the other end he heard a
nervous voice.

"Mr. Robbins, this is Bob in security. I
think you need to see the feed from camera 1178."

A few clicks of the mouse opened the security
monitoring system on Glenn's computer screen.

"It's Dr. Bertrand, sir," Bob said, his voice
still sounding uneasy. Glenn was used to this reaction as most
people found Paul intimidating. "I just got a notice that he was in
the building."

He felt a surge of excitement at the news.
"When did he arrive?" Glenn asked, in a near-perfect imitation of
Paul's voice. He had discovered long ago that the ability to copy
the voices of the company executives came in very handy. He had
learned how to sound like Paul Robbins as a matter of course.

"Just a few minutes ago, but it is very odd.
There's no record of him entering the building. As far as the
security system is concerned he just appeared in his office."

"It must be a glitch," Glenn replied, knowing
it was no such thing. He didn't need the security guards spreading
stories of Bertrand appearing out of thin air.

"Yes, sir. Should I run a diagnostic?" Bob
replied.

"No, I will handle it."

The frown deepened on Glenn's thin face as he
watched the old scientist fumble with tape and brown wrapping
paper.

"What is he doing?"

"He appears to be wrapping a package, sir,"
Bob replied.

Glenn sat back and thought for a moment.

"Record this feed, but mark it for my eyes
only."

"Yes, sir," Bob replied, and Glenn stared at
the shaking old man on his monitor as he hung up his phone.

"You're going to be trouble," he said.

He watched Bertrand fumble with the paper and
tape as if he had not wrapped a package in twenty years. Glenn
snorted as the thought occurred to him that Bertrand probably had
not. Clicking a few more icons, he tried to determine when the old
man had entered the building. The answer caused his eyebrows to
rise.

Bertrand had not entered the building from
any of the normal entrances. There was no record of his swiping in
at the front lobby or the parking garage, nor had he used the
elevators or stairs to reach his third floor office. As far as
Glenn could tell, Bertrand's ID had not even been used to enter his
lab. The first instance Glenn saw of Bertrand's ID being recorded
on the building's employee tracking system was from the lab where
Dr. Bertrand appeared as if by magic twenty-six minutes ago.

Glenn clicked to return to the video feed and
watched the old man hand the finished package to his secretary with
shaking hands. The scientist did not look well. Bertrand was
covered with perspiration and leaned back into his chair with his
eyes closed.

Glenn knew he would need to get the box from
the secretary. Just the thought of her brought her name to his
mind.

"Stephanie Montague," he muttered. Glenn made
it a priority to familiarize himself with all Intellisys Research
employees, and kept extensive files on most of them. He closed his
eyes as he remembered her details.

"Age fifty-six, widowed," Glenn
continued.

He knew instinctively what Paul would have
wanted done in this circumstance. Stephanie would be leaving
shortly with the package, so Glenn would need to intercept it
without raising suspicion or bringing attention to the lab.

Glenn looked at the monitor again and was
surprised to see only chaos. The chair had been overturned and the
papers that had been neatly stacked on the desk were scattered. His
phone rang again and he picked up the receiver. Glenn placed it to
his ear without saying anything, still transfixed by the view on
his screen.

"Mr. Robbins? It's Bob, sir, from security. I
think Dr. Bertrand is dead." Bob paused for a moment. "It was
horrible."

"Dump the recording onto a DVD and wipe the
masters," Paul's voice responded from Glenn's mouth. "Then send it
to me in a sealed envelope. Don't talk to anyone about this."

Glenn hung up the phone and stared for a
moment longer at the scene of disarray. It appeared that the
problems caused by the doctor were just beginning.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



Chapter 3 - Snapshots

 


Tuesday, September 9, 2008 9:52 AM

 


The sounds of quiet conversation were
punctuated by the shutter clicks from Ness Relevant's camera. He
framed the next shot in the viewfinder and pressed the button
again. Again the shutter clicked, followed by the whir of the motor
as it advanced the film.

Although most photographers had switched to
digital, Ness was committed to the old emulsion photography. He
loved the process of developing film and prints, as opposed to
plugging a memory card into a computer and pressing the "Print"
button. Even though most of his time was spent taking pictures of
crime scenes and corpses, Ness was committed to photography as an
art form and he felt it was worth the extra effort.

He lowered the camera and nodded to the men
standing next to him at the edge of the pool. With a large pole
that had a hook on one end, they maneuvered the body of the dead
man across the water toward where they stood. A trail of blood and
other matter floated away from the head of the corpse.

Ness took a couple of steps back to give the
men room to work, and wiped the sweat off of his brow. He was
standing in the Waterford Oaks water park, which not only boasted
the wave pool he was standing next to but several water slides and
other amusements for the overheated residents of the northern
Detroit suburb. It was an unusually hot September day for Michigan,
and he was thankful that the body had been found relatively early
in the day. Corpses and hot weather didn't generally play nice
together.

An extremely young-looking deputy walked
around the scene with an armload of cups in small trays. He passed
out coffee to the detectives and other workers milling about the
pool.

"Coffee, sir?" the deputy asked Ness. The
voice was surprisingly deep, given how young he looked.

"No, thanks," Ness said with a smile. "I
can't stand the stuff."

"You don't know what you're missing," the
officer said with a grin, then nodded toward the front of the park.
"There are vending machines near the entrance if you want anything
else."

Ness turned and looked toward the entrance of
the water park, and saw many faces watching the activity at the
pool. He knew that many of the people who were standing in the
parking lot had probably come to keep the heat at bay in the large
wave pool, while the rest were reporters and other gawkers.

Ness also noticed the two uniformed deputies
that stood guard at the entrance, keeping out the curious until the
crime scene was processed. He thought that one of them looked
familiar, but as he was trying to put a name to the face he was
interrupted by his work. The coroner's men had pulled the body onto
the concrete that surrounded the pool. The still form dripped water
and other fluids as Ness continued his job of photographing the
recently deceased.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Nothing is more boring than gate duty,
Tracy thought bitterly as she shifted her heavy gun belt. She was
one of two female officers from the Oakland County Sheriff's
Department whose job it was to make sure that the only people
entering the water park were those who had official business there.
Now that the gawkers and reporters had been firmly denied access
and were content to peer through the iron fence, she looked for
other diversions. Looking back toward the crime scene she paused
when she caught sight of the slim, good-looking photographer.

"Oo, who's he?" Tracy asked her partner,
pointing at the group by the pool.

"Who?" asked Melanie. "The photographer?"

Tracy nodded. She gazed at the man as he
continued to shoot picture after picture of the crime scene. He
stood slightly less than six feet tall with sandy brown hair and a
good build. She was sure that he worked out regularly, and she
admired the view as he squatted to take close-ups of the
corpse.

He had a quick smile that came out often as
he interacted with the others by the pool. To her practiced eye he
seemed to be in his early fourties. She wondered what color his
eyes were.

"Ness Relevant, but don't get your hopes up,"
Melanie said with a shake of her head, her red ponytail swishing on
her shoulders.

"Why not? Is he a whack-job or
something?"

"No, he's actually a really nice guy, what my
mother would call a 'keeper.' Ness has dated quite a few of the
women on the force and at the county offices, but none of it came
to anything. Heck, I went out with him once, just for kicks."

Tracy raised an eyebrow. "So, how was
it?"

"It was fine, but..."

"But what?"

"Look, he's good for a fun night out. Drinks,
maybe a movie. But nothing ever comes of it. Do you remember the
bailiff at the courthouse, Marie?"

"Sure," Tracy replied. "She's the one who
married the assistant district attorney."

Melanie nodded. "Well, before she snagged the
A.D.A. she had her heart set on Ness. They went out a few times,
but as soon as he caught wind that Marie was serious he broke it
right off. I'm telling you, long-term relationships never work with
that man."

"Oo, a challenge!" Tracy chuckled wickedly.
"I bet I could cure him of that."

"Good luck." Melanie shook her head. "Better
women than you have tried and failed."

"There are no better women than me." Tracy
gave a saucy wink.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Ness moved around the body snapping picture
after picture. The unidentified man was pale in death. The cause of
death was obvious: two large holes in the man's forehead where they
had no business being. The eyes struck Ness as odd in that the
irises were completely black. He took pictures of the face,
including the ugly wounds, and close-ups of the hands and fingers.
He stood and motioned for the coroner's men to flip the body.

The damage the bullets had done could be
clearly seen, as the back of the head was mostly missing. Ness
could see that a large section of the brain was gone as well. As he
took photographs documenting the state of the victim's body, Ness
wondered idly how much of the missing gray matter was now floating
in the pool.

Ness took his last picture and nodded to the
coroner's men. They placed the corpse into a body bag, hoisted it
onto a gurney, and pushed it toward the gate. Ness talked for a bit
with the homicide detective, a fat man aggressively chewing
gum.

"Not much doubt as to the cause of death, eh,
Frank?"

"Naw, not really," the detective said with a
short guffaw. "The question is who decided our victim needed some
ventilation in his head."

"How's it going getting off the cigarettes?"
Ness asked.

"It sucks," the large man replied, chewing
harder. "I chew so damn much gum that my jaw aches. A new murder
case won't exactly help, either."

"Hang in there," Ness said with a warm smile.
"I'll have the pictures for you later today or tomorrow
morning."

They shook hands and Ness followed the
body-laden gurney toward the gate. He smiled when he saw the two
officers standing guard.

"Hey, Mel," Ness said, giving her a wave.
"You got a new partner?"

"Yeah, this is Tracy." Melanie motioned
toward the woman beside her. "Tracy, Ness Relevant."

Tracy and Ness shook hands. She looked into
Ness' eyes and gave a predatory grin. With a small jerk of her
head, she tried to flip her short brown hair back, but it was too
short to pull off the effect she was apparently going for.

"Hello, Tracy." Ness smiled politely but did
not react to the hungry expression on the woman's face.

"What's it like, being a forensic
photographer?" Tracy asked in a seductive voice.

"It's OK, so long as you don't mind the
subject matter," Ness replied, nodding toward the gurney as it was
being loaded into the back of a van. "On the plus side I don't have
to ask my subjects to smile or stand still. It beats taking
pictures of squalling kids in the Sears portrait studio."

"Even so," Tracy persisted, "it must get
pretty gruesome at times."

Ness saw Melanie roll her eyes, and he
suppressed an urge to grin back at her. Tracy was really laying it
on thick, even to the point of batting her eyelashes.

"Yeah, it can. That's why I visit scenic
places on my vacations and photograph them. It helps to take
pictures of beauty every now and then to refresh the camera, if you
get my meaning."

"Well, if you are ever in need of a beauty to
photograph just give me a call," Tracy said with a wink and a
laugh. Melanie looked like she wanted to groan.

Ness laughed. "OK, I'll keep that in
mind."

He waved and made his way through the gate,
past the white coroner's van and the mass of reporters and
onlookers. As he strode to his small blue car, Ness grinned in
spite of himself at Tracy's obvious interest. He unlocked his car,
got in, and backed out of the parking space. As he drove past the
entrance, he waved at the two women. Ness noticed that Melanie
waved back, but Tracy was writing something.

My license plate number, no doubt, he
thought wryly, and drove out of the parking lot.

 


~ ~ ~

 


"Jeez, Trace, I thought you were going to
jump him right here."

"I thought about it," Tracy purred. She
turned away from the gate, writing something in a small notebook.
Melanie gave her a now-what-are-you-up-to look.

"It's just his plate number. Can't a girl
give a boy a call?"

Melanie rolled her eyes again. "Hey, it's
your funeral."

While Tracy grinned over her imaginary
conquest, Melanie looked at her watch and sighed. It was going to
be a long shift.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



Chapter 4 - A Cry for Help

 


Monday, September 8, 2008 11:28 AM

 


All Intellisys employees wore ID badges that
tracked their locations within the building. Management used this
system for reporting employee attendance, but others used it for
more specific surveillance. Glenn was one of the latter, and he
used his computer to get into the monitoring system. His access to
the system was clandestine. Glenn did not appear on any employee
listing. He was not visible on the tracking system, and only one
other person knew his secret office even existed below the main
floors of the Intellisys Research building. Even executive
management was unaware of Glenn's involvement in the company. His
paycheck did not come from Intellisys, but directly from Paul
Robbins.

Glenn opened a search screen and typed in
"Montague." A couple mouse clicks later, Glenn could see that she
was at her desk in the small reception room attached to Bertrand's
lab. Another click produced the quavering sound of the secretary's
voice. Glenn turned up the volume.

"... This awful gurgling cry and then he fell
over and... dissolved," Stephanie was saying. She was sniffling and
Glenn could hear the rustle of a tissue. "It's like he melted.
There's liquid all over the place. I think he's dead."

She must be talking to 9-1-1, Glenn
thought, exasperated. Complications.

Even though it was already too late, Glenn
typed a few keystrokes to disconnect the secretary's phone. Then he
brought up the video feed from Bertrand's lab to see the overturned
chair and the puddle of liquid seeping from behind the desk. A few
papers floated in the liquid.

"Complications indeed," Glenn muttered.

He typed a command on his keyboard that would
summon security to retrieve Mrs. Montague and hold her in the
security office. It was unfortunate that the secretary had called
the police. Neither Paul nor Glenn would want the cops involved. He
would have to manage the situation without making her suspicious.
Glenn picked up the phone and dialed the security desk in the
lobby.

"This is Paul Robbins," Glenn said in Paul's
voice to the guard who answered. "Go ahead and take an early lunch.
I'm sending a replacement down to watch the desk."

The guard was only too happy to leave early,
and Glenn hung up the phone even as the man was thanking him. Glenn
rose from his desk and walked to the mirrored doors stretched
across one whole wall of his office. He opened the doors to reveal
a closet containing a wide variety of outfits and accessories. From
this he selected a blue uniform that matched those wore by
Intellisys security. He quickly changed clothes, and then donned a
fake pair of glasses and a blond wig. A quick check in the mirror
confirmed that he looked realistic enough.

He walked to a set of elevator doors on
another wall. Instead of up and down buttons there was a pair of
colored buttons. He pressed a red button and a small screen on the
wall lit up showing the interior of the elevator. The man and woman
who stood inside the car were waiting to arrive at their floor. The
car finally came to a stop and the doors opened. Glenn watched the
two riders depart the elevator, and then pressed the green button.
The elevator began an express descent to his office, ignoring any
other calls for service. When the metal doors finally parted in
front of him, Glenn entered the empty car. He pressed the button
for the lobby and the doors slid closed.

Moments later Glenn strode across the marble
floor of the lobby to the desk. He nodded to the guard who stood
there and the man left with a big grin on his face. Glenn had no
sooner sat in the chair when the phone rang.

"Lobby," he answered in a feigned voice.

"This is Stephanie Montague, in Dr.
Bertrand's lab. I think the doctor has died, and I've already
called 911."

"OK, ma'am. When they get here, I'll direct
them to you. Third floor, PU lab, correct?" Glenn had made his
voice sound friendly, with a touch of a southern accent.

"Yes. Thank you."

Glenn could hear someone asking her to come
with them as Stephanie was hanging up.

Good, he thought, security made it
to the lab.

Glenn logged onto the computer system with
his special access. After typing for a few moments he logged off,
and then sat and waited. Only a couple of minutes passed before a
blue sedan with Troy police department markings arrived and stopped
right outside the entrance. Two officers got out and walked through
the building's revolving door. As Glenn expected, they came
straight to where he sat at the security desk. He could read their
nametags as they approached. The older of the two, a man with
slightly thinning hair, was N. Lowell, while the other was P.
Ballantine; a woman with shoulder length hair and striking violet
eyes.

"We have a report of a death at this
location," Officer Lowell said.

Glenn frowned quizzically and made a show of
checking the computer.

"Who is supposed to have died?" Glenn asked
in his faux friendly voice. "I haven't gotten any calls about
it."

The officer checked a notebook he pulled from
his shirt pocket.

"A Dr. Francis Bertrand," he read.

"Bertrand," Glenn muttered, frowning again
and clicking away at the computer keyboard. "I have no record of a
Dr. Bertrand working here." Glenn looked up at the policeman with a
quizzical expression.

Lowell walked around the desk to come behind
Glenn and look at the screen. Glenn was glad that he had taken the
time earlier to remove Bertrand's name from the company directory.
The officer saw the lack of a "Bertrand" between the entries for
"Baldwin, Ed" and "Bohn, Peter".

"Perhaps you've been called out on a hoax,"
Glenn said with a sympathetic smile.

While Glenn and Officer Lowell had been
looking at the computer, Officer Ballantine had been on her radio.
"Dispatch doesn't have any more details and the caller hung up
abruptly. Said something about the victim melting?" She gave her
partner a dubious look.

Lowell grunted and walked back around the
desk. He shook his head, gave Glenn a nod, and the two officers
walked back to their vehicle. Glenn watched them get into their car
and drive away.

Glenn relaxed and rubbed his temples. A
headache was coming on again, a side effect of his near-concussion
last week. He still needed to determine who had been here in that
unfortunate incident, but the resulting masquerade had been
occupying his attention. And now he had this mess to deal with. He
took an aspirin bottle out of his pants pocket and dry swallowed
two pills.

Glenn stayed at the desk for another five
minutes just to be safe, then headed back to the elevator. As he
entered an empty car, he waved his special ID card at a pad set
below the buttons, and the door closed. As the car descended to his
office, Glenn was already thinking ahead to his next task. It was
time to handle the secretary.

 


 


* * * *

 


 



Chapter 5 - Cops and Robbers
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A well-tanned, slightly plump face peered
back at Glenn from the mirror. It was a look he accomplished with a
little makeup, spacers in his cheeks, and a fake mustache. He was
in his office dressed only in a T-shirt and boxers. He stood in
front of the large closet, and appraised the contents. He pulled
out a strange undergarment that went on like a backwards vest. It
had a large sack attached to the front that protruded and drooped
from his stomach. It looked like a big beanbag on his torso, but
the filling was very fine, giving it a realistic look when worn
under clothing.

Then he moved down the rack and perused the
large selection of uniforms. He had samples for UPS, FedEx, DHL,
the U.S. Postal Service, and several local police departments. He
selected a brown Oakland County Sheriff's uniform and put it on.
Looking over the effect in a nearby mirror, he saw that the
undergarment gave him a very realistic belly that spoke of a few
too many beers. It was big enough to create the desired image,
without being so large as to be ridiculous. Since Glenn's normal
profile was rail thin, the change was dramatic.

He pulled out a belt full of typical police
implements: handcuffs, a radio, and a holstered .45 automatic
pistol. He strapped the belt around his waist and checked the
mirror again to make sure that the fake belly hung over the belt in
a believable manner. He called the elevator car down. Glenn's
second act was about to begin.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Glenn approached the door to the security
office and knocked. He ignored the video camera above the door and
adjusted his gun belt as he waited.

How do they wear these things all day?
Glenn wondered.

The door finally opened, no doubt after he
had been thoroughly checked out via the camera. A security guard
stood in the doorway and looked up the hall.

"Where's your escort?" the guard asked,
looking at Glenn suspiciously.

"Didn't get one. The guy at the desk told me
how to get here."

"That's not the procedure, Bob," the guard
muttered to himself, giving Glenn another once over.

Finally the guard motioned him inside and
Glenn strolled through. He let the additional weight of the belt
and the artificial gut lengthen his gait and he rolled a bit from
side to side. The security guard indicated the woman who sat on the
other side of the room, then went through another door to the video
monitoring room. Through a window Glenn could see him sit in front
of a large bank of television screens.

Sitting at a small table on the other side of
the room was Stephanie Montague. Her eyes were red and puffy, and
she clutched a thoroughly damp Kleenex. The half-empty box on the
table and the small pile in the wastebasket told him that it wasn't
her first. A barely touched cup of coffee sat on the table in front
of her.

"Ma'am, I'm Deputy Lafferty from the Oakland
County Sheriff's Department," Glenn said with a reassuring
smile.

His voice was pitched a little lower than his
normal tenor, and he spoke in a more relaxed manner than his usual
clipped style. Glenn pulled a small notepad and pen from a shirt
pocket and they spent a few minutes in the usual interchange of
information such as name, address, and phone number. Glenn could
get all of this information from her personnel records, but made a
show of writing them in his notepad to keep up the fiction. Then he
was ready to move on to the main event.

"Can you tell me what you saw?"

"Well, I was working as usual," Stephanie
began around residual sniffles. "I didn't think that Dr. Bertrand
was in today. Then suddenly he paged me from his lab."

"You, ah, didn't see him come in?" More
gibberish written in his notepad.

"No, he must have come in while I was in the
bathroom." She stopped, wiping her eyes with the Kleenex.

"Please go on, ma'am."

Glenn resisted the urge to grin. He was
thoroughly enjoying his role in this little drama. The fact that
this was all a charade just to fulfill her expectations amused him
greatly.

"He paged me, as I said, and I entered his
lab as he requested. He was sitting at his desk and looked simply
awful."

"In what way?"

This time the interest in Glenn's voice was
not feigned. Something unusual had happened to the old man, and
this woman might have seen something useful.

"He seemed to be sweating from every pore in
his body, and he was having a hard time breathing. His voice was
thin and ragged."

"And what did he want you to do, ma'am?"

"Dr. Bertrand had a package he wanted me to
mail for him. I took it and put it in my desk, then I went back to
the lab to see if I could do anything for him. And then..." She
sobbed into her tissue.

"Then it happened."

Glenn's pen stopped moving on the notepad,
and he met her red-rimmed eyes.

"Ma'am, I know this is hard for you, but I
need to know what happened." Glenn had heard this line on a recent
episode of Numb3rs, and thought it would fit well here. Again, he
had to repress a grin that would have taken him out of character,
but his eagerness to hear her story kept his emotions in check.

"OK." She sniffled and wiped fresh tears from
her eyes.

"He was just sitting there, wheezing, as I
approached. Then Dr. Bertrand smiled at me and said, 'Thank you.'
He didn't make a sound, but I could read his lips. After that he
fell over, chair and all, and... melted."

"Melted, ma'am?" Glenn said. He was genuinely
puzzled.

"Yes, for a moment he seemed to be made of
Jell-O. It was very odd looking. Then he just... splashed to the
floor and went everywhere. I don't know what it means, but I know
he's dead. He's a scientist, you know. Something must have gone
wrong with one of his experiments."

"Is there anything else you can tell me?"
Glenn asked.

When she shook her head, he returned his pen
and notepad to his shirt pocket.

"All right, ma'am, I'm going to ask you to
stay out of his lab until the forensics team gets here."

He pulled a business card from another shirt
pocket and handed it to her. It showed his assumed name, along with
the shield of the Oakland County Sheriff's Department. The phone
number listed would ring to his cell phone.

"If you think of anything else, please call
me at that number." Glenn gave Stephanie a reassuring squeeze on
her shoulder and a warm smile. She returned a weak smile of her
own.

Glenn crossed to the window and rapped on the
glass. The guard opened the door.

"I'm finished with Ms. Montague," Glenn said.
He found himself suddenly weary. It must have been all this
talking.

"Please put a lock on Dr. Bertrand's lab
until forensics arrives. I'll tell the front desk to be expecting
them."

The guard nodded and Glenn left the room,
closing the door behind him. As he walked back to the elevator he
thought about his next move. He needed to get his hands on that box
without raising the secretary's suspicions. Glenn grinned as he
entered the elevator. This was the most fun he'd had in quite some
time.

 


 


* * * *
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Stephanie's eyes were still red but the tears
had finally stopped. Telling her story to the deputy had proved to
be a cathartic experience and she felt much better. She walked down
the hallway toward Dr. Bertrand's lab and her desk, thinking she
must look a mess. Reaching the outer door she waved her key card in
front of the black pad mounted to the wall. Her name and picture
displayed on a screen and the door unlocked with a slight buzz.

She opened it and stepped inside the small
reception room outside the lab. The door closed behind her again,
and she leaned back against it for a moment, staring at the
blinking red lock-down sign above the inner door that opened into
Dr. Bertrand's lab. Stephanie sniffled as she stifled fresh
tears.

With a heavy sigh she moved to her desk,
unlocked her drawer, and retrieved the box Dr. Bertrand had given
her moments before he died. He had said that it must be mailed
today, and Stephanie sensed that this package was very important to
the doctor. She did not feel comfortable just leaving it in the
mailroom.

After a moment's thought she decided to take
it to the mailbox down the street near the deli. It was past
lunchtime, and she really didn't feel like working anyway.

Besides, what was there to do now that Dr.
Bertrand was gone? The thought came unbidden to her mind, and she
suppressed a sob as the reality of the situation surfaced again.
The death of Dr. Bertrand was horrible enough, but what would
become of her now that he was gone? Would Intellisys have another
opening for a 56-year-old secretary?

That is a matter for another day, she
told herself firmly.

Lunch on a sunny park bench was the furthest
ahead she would allow herself to plan. Stephanie sat at her
computer for a minute and printed off a postage label, which she
taped to the outside of the box. Finally ready to go, she tucked
the box under her arm and left her office.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Glenn hung the police uniform in his closet
and shut the door. He was once again in his pale gray suit with a
battleship-gray tie, and felt like himself again as he gazed at his
reflection in the mirrored doors. His computer chirped, and he
moved to the desk to see what had caused the alert. As a
precaution, he had set the system to monitor and report on the
movements of Stephanie Montague, and sure enough, a message
indicated that the secretary had just entered an elevator heading
for the lobby.

Glenn switched to the video feed, and saw her
standing in the elevator and staring at the slowly changing numbers
above the door. Over her left arm was a coat, and underneath her
right was Dr. Bertrand's box.

He needed to get that box away from her
before it was mailed, so a switch would be necessary. Glenn's
preferred method would be to grab her and the box by force and let
the pieces fall where they may. But those had not been his orders.
Paul always made things difficult.

He crossed to a set of shelves that held many
different-sized boxes, all marked for shipping by various carriers.
Glenn used these when he needed to pose as a deliveryman. He
grabbed one that appeared to be about the same size as the
secretary's, and then called an elevator to take him to the
lobby.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Glenn pushed his way through the revolving
door and into the bright sunshine. For a moment he thought he had
lost her, but a glance down the sidewalk put his fears to rest.
There was Stephanie Montague with the box under her right arm. He
quickened his pace to close the distance between them, but when he
came within a few feet of her, he slowed to match her speed. A
couple of blocks later she went into a deli. Glenn followed her
inside moments later.

A bell dangling from the top of the door rang
as he entered, but the shop was busy enough that no one noticed.
Customers were lined up to place their lunch orders, and workers
scurried behind the counter to fill them. Glenn stood behind
Stephanie and shifted his box to his right hand to match her
stance.

A few minutes later it was her turn. She
placed her order, setting the box down on the counter so she could
pay. Glenn put his box next to hers, and feigned interest in the
meats and cheeses in the display case. Shaking his head as if he
hadn't found anything to his liking, he picked up the secretary's
box and turned to leave. He was almost to the door when the
shouting began.

"Hey! Hey, mister!"

Glenn walked on, determined to leave with the
box.

"You've got the wrong box. Hey, mister!"

Glenn stopped and momentarily closed his
eyes. He hated good Samaritans. Silently cursing Paul's
gutlessness, he forced a pleasantly befuddled look onto his face
and turned away from the door. The shouting man wore a stained
University of Michigan sweatshirt that stretched tightly to cover a
prodigious belly. His head bore a wispy halo of dark hair. He was
looking at Glenn, but pointing at the box that remained on the
counter.

Stephanie turned with a small package wrapped
in butcher's paper in one hand. She saw the man pointing at the box
by her elbow.

"You took the wrong box," the man said
again.

Glenn made a show of checking the address
label on the box in his hands. Out of options that would not draw
unwanted attention in such a public place, he walked back to
Stephanie holding the box out.

"It would seem the gentleman is correct,"
Glenn said in a cultured tenor voice that was miles away from the
gruff baritone he had used when posing as the police officer
earlier.

"My apologies," he continued.

"Everything all right out there, Morris?"
someone asked from behind the counter.

"Yeah, everything's cool," the portly
Michigan fan replied with a self-satisfied smile on his face.

Stephanie took the proffered box, and Glenn
scooped up his from the counter. Then he turned and headed for the
door, allowing a scowl to darken his features.

Once outside, he darted into a nearby alley
to wait for the secretary. Moments later, she left the deli and
made her way down the street. Watching from the alley entrance, he
frowned as she stopped at the mailbox on the corner and slid the
doctor's box inside. Glenn ducked into the alley again just before
the secretary turned back toward him. He waited behind a trash
dumpster until she passed and then stepped out of the alley. He was
a little startled to see another women squatting next to the
mailbox, but quickly realized she was a postal worker.

Good, he thought, now I don't have
to break in.

The woman had gathered up a handful of
envelopes and two small boxes. She started toward the white postal
vehicle parked at the curb. Glenn sped up to close the distance
between them, and when he got close, purposely tripped. They
collided in an explosion of envelopes and boxes. Glenn made a show
of helping the woman back to her feet.

"I'm sorry," Glenn said with a regretful
smile, "I was in a rush to get to the FedEx box and I tripped."

He picked up several envelopes and the box he
had been carrying. He handed them to the carrier, who returned his
smile. Picking up Stephanie's box, Glenn continued down the street
in the direction of the FedEx box at the end of the next block.

"Sir! You've got the wrong box. Hey!"

Glenn stopped, blew out a breath, and
silently cursed Paul's orders yet again. He studied the label on
the box for the benefit of the mail carrier and turned back to her
with the puzzled expression that he'd used entirely too much
today.

"This has no postage, so I think it is
yours."

"Yes, you are correct," Glenn replied, his
apologetic smile back in place. They exchanged boxes.

"You know, we can ship that for less."

"Yes, I know," he said, "but this really has
to be in Seattle by tomorrow morning."

"I understand. You can't blame me for
trying!"

"Not at all" he replied. She gave him a wave
and walked toward her vehicle with the packages.

Glenn silently repeated the address he had
read from the box.

"Nestor Relevant, 505 Main Street, Apartment
3-C, Royal Oak."

The postal truck pulled away and Glenn took
out his notepad to write the address down. As he watched the truck
drive down the street and around the corner, Glenn shook his head
in frustration. He would have to intercept the box after it was
delivered, which invited a host of complications. Nothing was ever
easy when he was forced to work Paul's way.

 


 


* * * *
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Glenn arrived back at the lab after midnight.
The building was quiet, and the only other inhabitant was the
after-hours security guard. Glenn entered from the parking garage
through a private entrance that led directly to his office. As
Paul's exclusive employee, Glenn had the ability to come and go
unseen by others. He sat in his chair and briefly closed his eyes,
but opened them again after a moment. There would be time for rest
later, and he still had work to do tonight.

He called up the security grid on his desk
computer. A map of the building displayed red dots for employees
and green icons wherever a camera was mounted. Clicking on the map,
he quickly deactivated the camera in Bertrand's lab and set up a
feed from the previous hour showing the empty lab to the security
room.

Glenn opened a desk drawer and retrieved a
small electronic apparatus then called an elevator to his level. As
he approached the open doors, Glenn pressed the button on the small
box to deactivate the elevator camera. Glenn entered the car
unmonitored. The guard who watched the video screens in the
security office did not notice, as the feed from a few minutes
before concealed the evidence of Glenn's passage. The elevator
reached the third floor and the doors opened with a ding.

Like a wraith moving through a derelict
building, he strode to Dr. Bertrand's lab door, deactivating
security cameras as he went. Each lab was labeled with a different
element from periodic table instead of the scientist's name. The
door that Glenn stood before bore PU in large letters, the symbol
for plutonium. Glenn mused that for Paul to get him involved, the
doctor's discovery must be nearly as explosive.

Glenn used his special key card to open the
outer reception area door. He then opened the sealed inner lab door
with the same card. His entry though both was unnoticed by the
security system. Glenn looked at the shallow puddle that was all
that remained of the old man. An unpleasant smell permeated the
room, but it was not the normal stink of a body's decomposition
process. Instead it was rather reminiscent of stagnant pond
water.

Glenn left the lab and went to the janitor's
closet at the end of the hall. Since scientists usually made the
most unholy of messes, this was stocked better than the average
maintenance closet in most office buildings. Among the bounty of
cleaning products, Glenn found a shop vacuum and rolled it back to
the lab. Soon it was happily gurgling away as it sucked up the
mortal remains of the late scientist. Glenn hummed as he
worked.

Normally he wouldn't be reduced to such
menial labor, but the sensitivity of this case was such that the
cleaning staff could not be trusted to keep it quiet. After the
last of the liquid gurgled into the hose, Glenn shut off the
vacuum. Glenn rolled its sloshing bulk back to the janitor's
closet. He dumped the noxious liquid into the large sink, and
rinsed the residue from the tank. He took the mop and gave the
floor a quick swab with a pine-scented solution to mask the
residual smell. Minutes later, Glenn left the closet just as he had
found it.

Glenn returned to the lab and began a
systematic search. In the desk drawers he found notes scrawled in
composition books, their covers worn from frequent use. He peeked
inside one and saw computations and diagrams in Bertrand's
handwriting. He put those in a pile on the desk for later review.
Glenn finished with the desk and began looking around the lab,
searching cabinets and drawers. He came across a box for a popular
brand of personal digital assistant. Glenn gauged the dimensions
and thought it a fair match for the box Bertrand's secretary had
mailed. Inside was only the accompanying software and user manual.
The PDA itself was missing.

He placed the box on top of the small pile of
notebooks he had left on the desk and checked the lab once again
for anything he might have missed. Then he picked up the items he
had gathered and left the lab. He had one more stop to make before
this night's work was finished.

 


~ ~ ~

 


The tan Cadillac pulled into Bertrand's
driveway and stopped in the loop near the front door. Glenn got out
of the car and paused for a moment, peering around the dark front
yard for any activity. He completed his surveillance with a
considering look at the house. All appeared quiet and unchanged
from the visit he and Paul had made last week. He pulled a pair of
latex gloves out of his suit coat pocket and slid his hands into
them as he climbed the steps to the porch.

The front door opened easily under his
ministrations and he stepped through. Closing the door behind him,
Glenn pulled his gun out of his holster, keeping the barrel pointed
toward the floor. Glenn stood for a moment in the darkness and
listened for any sounds of human activity. Hearing none, he
systematically searched the house, turning on lights as he went to
confirm that fact. He also checked obvious hiding places for
anything Bertrand might have felt was important enough to
conceal.

His search led him to Bertrand's office,
where he hoped to find some clue as to what Bertrand had been up
to. Glenn made quick work of searching the desk and filing cabinet,
but found nothing of interest. Behind the desk was the scientist's
ego wall. It was adorned with the diplomas from his three master's
and two doctorate degrees, and a large number of photographs. Glenn
stood for minute and let his eyes roam from frame to frame. Some
faces he recognized, like that of Intellisys CEO John Felch, and
others he did not. Bertrand was present in every photo shaking
hands, sometimes accepting documents or plaques, and always smiling
widely at the camera. A small brass plate adorned the bottom of
each frame identifying the person Bertrand was posing with and the
year the photo was taken.

Glenn moved to the wall and started lifting
the frames one by one, revealing nothing behind them but nails. He
returned each picture to its place after scrutinizing the wall and
the frame itself. He was surprised to find that one small frame
near the center would not come off the wall. He pulled on the edge
of the frame and smiled when the frame swung away from the wall on
unseen hinges. Behind the picture, a hole had been cut into the
wall. Inside this cubbyhole, Glenn could see a plastic sandwich
bag. He pulled it out and removed a small PDA that matched the
picture on the box he found in the lab.

Jackpot!

Glenn placed the small device in his shirt
pocket and looked at the picture that had covered the hole. Once
again a smiling Bertrand beamed at him, but the other man in the
picture was much younger than most of the others on the wall. In
fact, Glenn would have pegged him as a college student. For some
reason the face seemed vaguely familiar, but he couldn't remember
where he had seen it before. The label on the frame read: Nestor,
1988. His nostrils flared as he recognized the name. Though there
was no last name attached to this plaque, he was certain the
package the old scientist had sent was addressed to this man.

He took a picture of Nestor's face with his
cell phone for future reference, and then continued his search of
the photos, finishing a few minutes later without finding anything
more. Glenn shut off the lights and left the house, locking the
door behind him.

Now to discover what this troublesome old
man has been working on, Glenn thought grimly as he drove back
to Intellisys.

 


~ ~ ~

 


The secret door opened and Glenn strode into
his office. The overhead lights came on automatically. He sat at
his desk and pulled out the doctor's PDA. He turned it on and
looked through the various programs available. Since he doubted the
doctor had created a revolutionary new calendar or address book
application, he spent his time looking for something out of the
ordinary. A few minutes later he came across an application that
seemed to be just what he was looking for.

Glenn put the device down and turned to his
computer. A quick search revealed a batch of documents relating to
Bertrand's device in Paul Robbins' personal directory. He opened
the first document and read through it quickly. He progressed to
the next, and the next.

It took a lot a lot to surprise Glenn, but he
was certainly astonished at the plans he read. John and Paul could
be much more audacious than he'd given them credit for. He would
never have thought either man had the initiative to plan something
like this, let alone an operation on this scale. Now the comments
that Bertrand had made to Paul during their confrontation made
sense.

He smiled to himself as he copied the
documents to his computer. The plans were good, but he could make
them better. Rather than let those two enjoy the spoils, he would
be the one to benefit.

The time for doing things Paul's way is
over, he thought to himself with satisfaction.

After reading their plans for the device that
now sat on his desk, Glenn knew he needed to keep it for himself.
He also knew he needed to retrieve the other device that had been
mailed by the secretary, and for that he needed some help. He
picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory.

"Glenn here. I need some... helpers."

He listened for a moment.

"Three will do. Tell them to get here at
noon. The usual terms?" Glenn smiled and hung up the phone.

Turning back to his computer, he hacked his
way into the supposedly secure network of the Michigan Secretary of
State. A few seconds later Nestor's driving record was displayed on
the screen. Glenn pressed the keys that sent an enlargement of
Relevant's license photo to his color printer.

Comparing the more recent driver's license
photo to the older picture Glenn had seen at the old man's house,
it certainly seemed to be the same person. Once again, Glenn had
the feeling that he had seen the face before, but could not recall
where. He shrugged, rubbing his temples as if warding off a
recurrence of that persistent headache. Whether Glenn had seen him
or not, nothing would prevent him from getting that device. He sat
back in his chair. Now he had only to wait for the U.S. Postal
Service.

 


 


* * * *
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Ness Relevant drove his small blue car past a
departing postal service truck, up the parking structure ramp, and
into his assigned parking space. In one fluid motion, he grabbed
his camera bag, angled out of the car, and activated his car's
anti-theft system.

Ness thought he caught a flicker of movement
out of the corner of his eye, and glanced further up the sloped
floor. All he saw were parked cars and empty parking spots. He gave
a little shrug, turned, and walked down the ramp toward the door
that led to the lobby.

On the other side of the street, Ness noticed
a large man standing as if he were on some sort of guard duty. As
Ness reached the door to the lobby, he saw the man take out a cell
phone. Then Ness was in the lobby and out of the man's sight.

One wall in the small space was devoted to
mailboxes, and another to a twin set of elevators. Glass doors on
either end opened to the street and parking garage respectively. A
flight of stairs was available for those inclined to lug their
groceries upstairs.

Ness used a small brass key to open his
mailbox. Today's haul consisted of a few flyers, envelopes, and a
box wrapped in brown paper. He grabbed it all and entered a waiting
elevator. He used a pinky to press the "3" button, and the doors
slid shut.

Ness opened his apartment door and set his
mail down on a spotless dining room table. His shoulder ached from
the weight of his camera bag, and he dumped it on the table next to
the mail with a satisfied grunt.

The apartment was unusually neat for the
residence of a bachelor. Contemporary furniture filled the living
room and dining room, with modern themes in chrome, glass, and dark
leather. The walls were a soft beige, with enlargements of various
landscapes adorning them. Small spotlights from the ceiling
accented the photographs. The glossy black frames and lighting made
each scene seem real enough to live in, if one could step through
the glass. They had been shot in some of Ness' favorite locations
around the world.

Two bookshelves on either side of a large,
wall-mounted TV showed a tasteful collection of books, music, and
movies. A faux fireplace dominated the opposite side of the room,
with several photographs displayed in smaller frames on the mantel.
He had developed them himself in the spare bedroom he had converted
into a darkroom.

Ness glanced at the photographs, remembering
the location of each: Scotland, Spain, Brazil, Australia.

Maybe Tahiti next winter, he
mused.

Ness opened the sliding glass door to his
balcony and sauntered outside. He lived in the thriving suburban
community of Royal Oak, only minutes from Detroit proper. His
apartment building was in the center of town, right on busy Main
Street. Ness liked the convenience of the building and its striking
looks. The first three floors were taken up by a parking garage for
the residents, while the part of the building that faced the
sidewalk housed several restaurants and businesses.

Above the garage rose a stunning metal and
glass structure that provided four stories of apartments. Compared
to the brick and mortar construction of the garage and businesses
below, the apartment building looked somewhat out of place. Ness
liked the fact that while his apartment was considered to be on the
third floor, he was actually about six stories from the street.
This minimized traffic noise and gave him a panoramic view of the
surrounding area.

He leaned on the rail enjoying the sights and
sounds of the busy city. After a few minutes he reminded himself
that he still had work to do this evening, and dragged himself back
into the apartment. Ness closed and locked the door out of habit,
then dug through his camera bag for the rolls of film he'd shot at
the crime scene. He set a few down on the table, and one rolled
across the surface, coming to rest against the box that had come in
the mail.

Ness picked up the package. His name and
address was written in a rather shaky script on the brown paper.
The handwriting looked strangely familiar, but he couldn't place
it. There was no return address, but the postmark with yesterday's
date was from Troy, Michigan, only a few miles north.

He tore off the paper and saw that it was a
box for a PDA. He stared at the box in confusion. It was too late
for his birthday and Christmas was months away.

"Who would send me an expensive item like
this?" Ness wondered aloud.

He opened the box and removed the PDA.

This must be a new model, he mused.
I haven't seen any of the county's technophiles with one like
this yet.

Attached to the front of the device was a
yellow sticky note that read, "Turn me on," in the same
hard-to-read script as the address. Finding nothing else of
interest in the box other than a power adapter, Ness pressed the
power button on the side of the device.

The screen immediately lit up with a video
display. The video was paused, showing a fuzzy image of a face Ness
could not make out. He found the PDA's plastic stylus and used it
to tap the "Play" button below the image.

"Nestor, this is Dr. Bertrand."

Ness winced, partly because of the use of the
full name he had detested all his life, and partly because he had
been neglecting his mentor, friend, and former college professor.
It had been a couple months since they had last talked. Now that
the video was in motion, Ness recognized the face with its shock of
haphazard white hair, matching goatee, and craggy cheeks. What
surprised him was the doctor's condition. His friend looked pale
and tired, with sweat covering his face.

Glancing at the handwriting on the yellow
note, Ness could now recognize it as the doctor's, although without
the bold, firm strokes that normally characterized his writing.

"I am on borrowed time and do not have much
left. To keep this short, I must tell you that I have made a
breakthrough, which is both great in its possibilities and terrible
in its potential. I know I have done a horrible thing in sending
this device to you. It is the desperate gamble of a foolish old
man.

"Just listen to me!" Bertrand chuckled. "My
time is so short and yet I prattle on." He coughed. "This device
contains an application called Borrowed Time. It is this program
and the hardware that I have added to the device you hold in your
hand that make it an agent of glory or terror."

"I think you would say I have had to make a
run for it. They have been watching me, and I unwittingly backed
myself into a corner."

Dr. Bertrand stopped talking, grimaced in
pain and coughed again. It was a wet sound.

"Not much time left," he panted, "Nestor,
open the Borrowed Time program and watch the tutorial. It will tell
you what you need to know."

More wet and raspy coughing came from the
small speaker.

"Nestor, forgive me. I put you in danger, but
I had no one else to turn to. When you are safe, return to where we
began. Godspeed."

The screen went dark.

Ness stared at the device in his hand,
thinking about what he had just heard. Why did Dr. Bertrand have
someone after him? Who was watching him? Who could cause such fear?
Ness had so many questions that the video did not address.

He used the stylus to tap the small red X in
the upper right-hand corner to close the video window. A list of
available applications appeared. It contained normal PDA options
such as a calendar, address book, and to-do list. There was also an
icon depicting part of a black-and-white clock face. It showed the
upper right hand quadrant of the analog clock along with matching
black hands. The icon was labeled "Borrowed Time" with little clock
faces in place of the O's.

Ness tapped the icon and a small window
appeared with a larger version of the logo. After a couple of
seconds the window disappeared and Ness was looking at a red
digital clock display at the top of the screen that was showing all
zeros. Before Ness could see anything else, a new window popped up
asking if he would like to view the tutorial. He could reply via
three buttons labeled "Yes," "Later," and "Never." Ness tapped the
button in the affirmative and once again he heard Dr. Bertrand's
voice with its soft Louisiana accent. In the first video his voice
had been tense and weak, but in this recording the doctor was
speaking in the friendly, calm manner that Ness knew so well from
his college days.

"Congratulations. What you hold in your hand
is arguably the most infamous device in human history. If you will
forgive a moment of drama, allow me to say that you hold the
world's first..."

The doctor paused.

"... time machine."

Ness turned the device over in his hand. It
didn't look like a time machine. The burnished titanium case was
rather plain, without any attachments or markings that seemed to
have a bearing on the functioning of a time machine. Dr. Bertrand's
voice came again, muffled against the palm of his hand. Ness turned
the device back over and returned his attention to the
tutorial.

"...I understand that this assertion is
rather unbelievable, but it is one we will prove together by the
end of this short training session. First you need a short primer
on how time travel works. I shall keep this as quick and simple as
possible, but please pay attention as ignoring these details can
have dire consequences."

Ness sighed and took a seat in one of the
dining room chairs. He was familiar with the usual length of Dr.
Bertrand's lectures.

"Your body is made up of billions of
molecules, each of which vibrates at a frequency that determines
your place in the time stream. As you move along in time, this
frequency changes, along with the molecules of all the matter that
is around you. It is by altering the frequency of your body's
molecules that this device will enable you to travel through time.
By attuning your body to the vibrations of another time you will
cease to be here in the 'now' and will travel to 'then.'

"Here is the danger this mode of travel
presents. The longest duration that a human body can exist in
another time is twenty-four hours. This limit becomes shorter the
further backward or forward you move, therefore the limit of time
travel is the amount of time between your birth and now. You can go
no further forward or backward than that."

"That rules out seeing who killed JFK," Ness
said. He had been born three years after the former president was
buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

"If you were to move forward or backward only
an hour or two," Dr Bertrand's voice continued, "you would have
nearly the full twenty-four hours before you must return to your
starting time, what I like to call the 'home time'. If you were to
return to the actual day of your birth, you would have mere seconds
before drastic consequences ensue."

"And what would those be?" Ness muttered.

"You might wonder what the consequences are,"
the doctor's voice said with a hint of a smile.

"The time limit is not because of possible
danger to the time line, nor is it due to the battery life of this
device. No, the limit is how long you can remain in another time
before you cease to exist. As I said, time travel is accomplished
by changing the frequency of your body's molecules. Doing this
introduces instability to your molecules that will eventually
destroy you if left unchecked. I call this phenomenon "borrowed
time", and it can only be resolved by returning to your home time.
Once this occurs, your body quickly re-acclimates to the proper
frequency with no long-lasting ill effects."

"The further you travel in either direction,
the greater the instability and the less time you have at your
destination. If you do not return before your borrowed time is up,
the instability will tear your molecules apart. Once begun, this
process is irreversible, and one hundred percent fatal.

"Whoa," Ness said, putting the PDA on the
table as if his molecules might start destabilizing
immediately.

"Let me assure you. Used with a modicum of
caution, this device is as safe a driving a car."

"Except my car won't destroy me on a
molecular level," Ness retorted. He almost felt as if the doctor
were in the room.

"Now then," the professor continued in the
chipper tone reserved for the times he had something interesting to
show off, "let's familiarize you with the controls and then you can
take it for a spin."

Ness almost laughed at Dr. Bertrand's attempt
to make time travel sound like a test drive around the block.

"At the top of the screen is a red time
readout that is most likely showing all zeros."

Ness gingerly picked the device up again and
saw the red zeros across the top of the screen.

"While you are traveling, this is the total
amount of time you have until total molecular instability takes
place. This is your 'borrowed time'. When you return to your home
time, this display changes to show how long your body needs to
completely recover from the instability."

"Below that are two boxes where you can
select the date and time you wish to travel to. As a convenience,
you can use the calendar and clock buttons to the right to select
the date and time you wish to visit. For this initial trip I
suggest a three hour jump in the direction of your choice."

Ness saw that the current date and time were
entered in the boxes. He tapped on the clock button with the stylus
and changed the value from the current time of 6:32 pm to 9:32
pm.

"Once you have selected your destination date
and time, tap the 'Launch' button."

A large, round, red button appeared on the
screen with "Launch" imprinted on it in friendly script. It looked
like it belonged in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. Ness gazed for a moment
at the late evening sunlight that streamed though his living room
windows, then tapped the button. Another window appeared, asking if
he really wanted to travel to the entered date and time. "No, you
dumb piece of metal," he muttered. "I entered that date and time
because that's when I want my pizza to be delivered! What do you
think?"

Bertrand's voice evaporated his annoyance.
"First-time travelers may find the sensation of time travel
somewhat disconcerting. Make sure that you have a firm grip on the
device, as dropping it during transition will result in immediate
molecular collapse."

Ness mentally retracted his pizza remark,
gripped the PDA tightly, and tapped the "Yes" button. Within
seconds, Ness felt lightheaded and insubstantial. He was afraid he
would drop the PDA, but a glance confirmed that he still held the
device tightly. His sight dimmed and went out of focus, but did not
totally darken. He was glad that he could at least see some light.
His ears were filled with a strange whooshing sound as though he
were traveling at great speed, but he had no sensation of movement.
The moment seemed to go on forever, and he felt his pulse slow. The
rushing sound also lessened and Ness realized he was hearing the
sound of his blood moving through his veins.

With one last sluggish thump, his heart came
to a stop. Ness tried to grip the device tighter, but could not
tell if he was successful. He could not feel anything, and his
vision remained clouded. As Ness was contemplating his impending
death, he suddenly felt impossibly stretched, as if part of him
were moving someplace else and the rest of him had been left
behind. A strange fluid sensation accompanied the feeling that more
and more of his body was moving toward some temporal destination.
When it seemed to Ness that all of him had arrived, his heart gave
another ponderous thud before quickly resuming a normal beat.

Ness pitched forward and caught himself on
the edge of the table, releasing the PDA. It skittered across the
glass to the other end of the smooth surface. He fought to keep his
gorge down. After a few minutes of heavy breathing, Ness began to
feel better. He stood up and looked around.

This was still his apartment, but it was most
certainly different than it had been moments before. His mouth
agape, Ness stared at his living room. Pale yellow streetlight
shone through windows, but the panes were otherwise filled with
night. What caught his gaze was the condition of his apartment.
Where just a moment ago everything had been neat and orderly, now
there was utter chaos and destruction.
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Ness mentally catalogued the destruction
around him. Pictures were ripped from their frames and strewn
across the floor. Stuffing from his sofa cushions created whitecaps
in the sea of chaos. His books, CD's, and DVD's had been dumped
from their shelves to join the jumble. His camera bag had been
thrown from the table, the expensive SLR body and lenses lying
unprotected on the floor. There was no sign of the rolls of film
he'd been about to develop.

Ness was jolted into action at the thought of
his darkroom and the expensive equipment there. He hurried into the
converted second bedroom to see only more disorder. Photo paper and
other supplies littered the floor in an insane echo of the living
room. Thankfully, the most important piece of equipment, his
enlarger, still sat untouched on the heavy table in the middle of
the room.

Ness glanced at the clock on the wall, and
then took a second look when he realized it said 9:32. A quick
check of his wristwatch showed a time three hours earlier. Mere
seconds had passed for him, yet it was three hours later.

"It's a bit of a mess, isn't it?" called a
voice from the living room.

Ness felt a flash of anger and strode out of
the darkroom to confront the trespasser. No one would get away with
trashing his home.

His fists clenched, Ness nearly ran down the
hall. But once again surprise brought him to a sudden stop in the
living room. His fists relaxed and his eyes widened as his pulse
pounded in his ears. With an expression like that of a startled
deer, Ness gaped at the intruder.

Standing in the middle of the room surrounded
by sofa-stuffing waves and books strewn about like flotsam, stood
someone who looked exactly like Ness. After a moment, he noticed
that there were some differences as the other man was in need of a
shave and a change of clothes. The left sleeve of the man's shirt
was ripped, the edges of the tear dark with dried blood. His pants
were badly wrinkled with dark stains on the knees. Ness also
noticed that the clothes the other man wore were the same as his,
if a little more beat up.

"I know this is a strange situation, but I
had to warn you," the man said.

That's my voice, Ness thought.

"Looks to me like you're too late," Ness
said. The surreal nature of this conversation was almost more than
his brain could process. He was literally standing in his ruined
living room talking to himself. He was in the bachelor's habit of
muttering to himself most of the time anyway, but this was a
totally different situation. There was another person in the room
who was undeniably him.

His double smiled grimly. "I'm afraid that
this is only the beginning." He indicated the room with a sweep of
his hands.

"What do you mean?" Ness asked.

"The men who did this are sitting in a white
van outside. Waiting for you, or if you prefer, us. We're both in
big trouble if they catch you."

"Back up a minute, who are you?" Ness felt a
headache start to grip his skull.

"I am you, but about twenty hours older," the
other said. "We're in a bad situation, and it is up to you to get
us out."

"Get us out of what?" Ness said, feeling his
confusion increase exponentially.

"Who are you? What are you?"

His voice rose as he felt his frustration
boil over and tried to control it. Some calm part of him noticed
that his double had not walked in through the front door, as there
was too much flotsam in the way that had not been disturbed.

"Wow, I didn't think I would freak out so
much over this," his double muttered.

"Sorry," Ness snipped back. "I'm not used to
looking myself in the eye and having a conversation without a
mirror being involved."

"Look, let me start from the beginning." his
double said. "I might be able to clear up some things, but save
your questions until the end. We don't have much time."

Ness started to open his mouth and ask what
he meant by that, but his double stopped him with a look.

"Like you, I received the device in the mail.
I watched the videos, and took a three-hour trip into the future.
In fact, you are taking my trip now."

Ness frowned as he grappled with the thought
that his present was his double's past.

"I saw this mess and like you, I was enraged.
I felt violated. When I pressed the return button on the device, I
was back to my orderly apartment where I had started. I decided to
wait those three hours and confront whoever did all this."

Ness started uncomfortably as he had been
just thinking about doing the same thing.

Once again his double waved his hand around
the room.

"That was my big mistake. A short time later
three armed men burst through my door. They each had fifty-caliber
Desert Eagles, the largest handgun I have ever seen, and I've seen
a lot what with all of the police I see daily." His double smiled
apologetically. "I mean, we see."

Ness weakly returned the smile. Was he really
starting to accept this situation? Or was he just entering the
first stages of shock?

"I ran to the darkroom and locked the door.
Seeing the device as my escape I set it forward a day and I was
gone. But I soon found that I was still in big trouble. While I had
escaped temporarily, I cannot return to that time. If I do, I will
be captured, or worse. So, I have been on the run for most of that
time. When I've not been running for my life I have spent the rest
of my borrowed time trying to figure a way out of this mess, but I
am handicapped by a bad opening move."

"I am here to prevent you from making the
same mistakes that I made. Once your path deviates from mine, my
reality will no longer exist, and you will forge a new one. When
Bertrand sent that device to us he set events in motion that you
and I do not understand. I don't know why he gave this to us, but I
trust his motives enough that I know the men with guns cannot have
the device. Return to your time, and find a safe place before
traveling again. Beware of your borrowed time, it goes faster than
you think."

Ness could suddenly hear several loud
footsteps as men ran up the apartment stairs.

"Find Bertrand," the double said. "He knows
who the players are."

At that moment the door burst open as three
men jammed the doorway. The first man was thin with gray hair and
dead eyes. The two brawny bookends were obviously hired muscle. The
Desert Eagles clutched in their fists looked like howitzers, and
Ness wondered if the guns seemed larger because they were pointed
at him. The thin man stopped as he saw two copies of Ness standing
in the living room.

"Hi, Glenn," his double said, with a grin to
the thin man. Then he turned to Ness and gave a jaunty wave.

"Be seeing you," the double said, tapping on
his device. He flickered for a moment and was gone.

As Glenn and his boys gaped at the empty
place where his double had been, Ness lifted his own device and
tapped the "Return" button. The three large guns swung back in his
direction and Glenn tried to say something as Ness' vision blurred
and the rush of his blood filled his ears.

The transition was the same as he had
experienced before but it was a little easier this time. Sooner
than he expected, he was once again alone in his neat and orderly
apartment. The clock on the mantel read 6:32.
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Ness felt as if his front door could be
forced open at any minute. He had to figure out what to do and
where to go. On the basis of what his future self had said, he
couldn't follow his first instincts and hide. That had been done
once and had failed. He did not want to end up in the same
situation as his double and Dr. Bertrand: out of options and out of
time.

He grabbed his camera bag and a baseball cap.
Not much of a disguise, but it would have to do. He stuffed his
wallet into his back pocket, the PDA into his shirt pocket, and
stood by the door. He surveyed his apartment one last time, wanting
to stay and prevent it from being destroyed. He knew that would be
a mistake, and would endanger the task Dr. Bertrand had given
him.

An idea occurred to him. Maybe, Ness
thought with a grin, I can make it a little harder on the bad
guys.

He picked up the cordless phone in the living
room and moved to the window. He dialed 9-1-1.

"9-1-1 Emergency. This is Denise speaking.
What is the nature of your emergency?"

"I need to report a break-in," Ness said. He
watched the vehicles parked outside.

"The address is 505 Main Street, apartment
3-C."

As the 9-1-1 operator started to read the
address back to him, he noticed sudden movement on the street.
Three doors on a rusty white van opened as the three men erupted
from the van.

"That's correct," Ness said, as the threesome
crossed the road. Ness dropped the phone and quickly let himself
through the front door. He locked it behind him, then crossed the
hall to the door opposite his own.

Ness fished a key out of his pocket and
opened the door. His neighbor, Lisa, was on vacation and had left a
key with Ness so he could feed the inhabitants of the large
aquarium that was the focal point of her living room. Ness entered
the apartment, closing and locking the door. He dropped his camera
bag on the sofa, then pressed his eye to the security peephole and
waited.

Minutes later, the thin man with short gray
hair and the two large goons exited the elevator. A brief hand
gesture from the man his double had called "Glenn" and one of the
big men put a shoulder to the door and broke the doorjamb to get
in. Ness noticed that the splintered wood exactly matched what he
had seen on his trip to the future, which gave him an odd sense of
fulfilled prophecy.

"He's not here," Ness heard one of the men
say.

Sounds of destruction leaked through the
door, and Ness could only imagine what was happening across the
hall to transform his orderly life into chaos. After a couple of
minutes, the sounds ceased and the threesome returned to the
doorway.

"Wait in the van," Glenn told the two men,
and they re-entered the elevator. Glenn went back into Ness'
apartment and closed the door.

What the hell is he doing? Ness
wondered.

Ness knew that his phone call should have the
police arriving soon, so he returned to the peephole and waited. He
was starting to wonder if he needed to call 9-1-1 again when two
officers exited the elevator, saw the splintered doorjamb, and
pulled their guns from their holsters. Taking up positions on
either side of the ruined door, one of the officers knocked on it
with his gun barrel.
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