
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_18b6348d2b62f981d1252753aaa43710_MHkrLZ_html_7307cc48.jpg]

 



 COPYRIGHT

Copyright 2011 R.G. Bullet

Published by

SilverHouse Books, Inc.

555 N. E. 15th Street suite: 2-i

Miami, FL 33132

 


This book is a work of fiction. Characters, names,
organizations, places, events, and businesses are the product of
the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to a
person living or dead, or actual incidents or events, is entirely
coincidental.

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the
U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any
means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without written
permission of the publisher.

Print ISBN: 978-0-9831038-1-3

eISBN: 978-0-9831038-0-6

Smashwords Edition

 


Visit our website:

 


www.SilverHouseBooks.com

www.RGBullet.com

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


[image: tmp_18b6348d2b62f981d1252753aaa43710_MHkrLZ_html_5a871f.jpg]

DEDICATION:

As always, for PKT...

 


[image: tmp_18b6348d2b62f981d1252753aaa43710_MHkrLZ_html_m72e83b94.jpg]

 



 Table of Contents:

Prologue

First Session

Second Session

Third Session

Fourth Session

Copyright

Credits

 


 



 


[image: tmp_18b6348d2b62f981d1252753aaa43710_MHkrLZ_html_m72e83b94.jpg]

"What’s past is prologue."

—Keeper 46
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P R O L O G U E
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So this is what it feels like to lose the most
valuable thing in the world.

Alturus thought a lot over the last week;
thought about lost chances, lost fortunes, lost opportunity. Each
thought turned in on itself coming to nothing and eroding his will.
He’d become a hollow mechanism that barely ate, hardly spoke and
never washed. He slumped on the sofa squeezing just enough energy
to reach for the TV remote and click through the channels.

The screen buzzed on and flashed two news
anchors. They broadcast an amateur video of a caged gorilla picking
its nose and looking straight back at laughing onlookers. The news
anchors made banal comments about manners and Alturus’s top lip
turned to snarl. “Fool people, gorilla is
laughing at you.” He clicked forward.

The next channel’s news showed police cars
flashing behind a reporter who talked excitedly. “This daring
burglary brought a tsunami of shock to the center of Windsor. Two
men have been arrested just a short distance from the crime
scene...”

“Small fool steal, big fool
gets caught,” Alturus growled. (Click)

An image of woman appeared. She stood in
front of a satellite outline of London. Large, grey clouds swirled
across its centre. She made a feeble attempt at a joke trying to
jolly over the imminent rain-filled week ahead.

“Tell me when it’s not raining...” said
Alturus bitterly. “...that would be the big news.”

He clicked another channel and swung his arm
out to the right mechanically clutching a jar of opened chocolate
spread. He waved away some circling flies and dipped his fingers
watching as an infomercial drew him in.

The man on stage strode purposefully from one
side to the next. He wore a shiny suit and gripped a microphone.
“Do you live in regret?” said the man, his words piercing Alturus’s
haze.

Alturus sucked his fingers clean and turned
up the volume.

The man’s voice was direct, clear and
energized as he addressed the crowd. “I’m asking you to take
action, now. Everyone stand up! Every man and women here today.
Stand up!” he coaxed. He pointed across the crowd and then directly
at the camera as it zoomed in. “You at home. I’m talking to you.
STAND UP.” Before Alturus could question himself he rose to his
feet. The man continued, “Put your hand on your heart and say
proudly. I am NOT the sum total of my past.”

Alturus mumbled a repeat.

“Now say it like you mean it,” said the man
as if he could hear Alturus.

“I want you to say it this time and feel it.
Really, feeel it. Say it louder. I am not the sum total of
my past!”

Alturus jutted his jaw up, his hand now
clenched into a fist. “I am not the sum total of my past,” he said
with resolve. “Today is a new day!” becoming louder. “I made
mistakes but today I am starting afresh!” Alturus repeated with
conviction. “I am the Keeper of my soul! I am the keeper of my
soul!” He shouted. His lungs full. “I am the KEEPER....” Then, as
if Alturus had been struck, he dropped to his knees and burst into
tears.
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A cellular phone buzzed on the bedside table,
rattling the loose change and waking Alturus. He released his hug
on the pillow and reached out feeling for it. “Hello,” he coughed.
His voice hoarse.

“Hello, Alturus. This is Fleury. How are
you?”

“Okay, I suppose, okay...”

“Some of the others are concerned, Alturus.
You appear very depressed.”

“Yes, depressed. I ran out of laughs,” said
Alturus.

“I want you to have a session with our
specialist, Doctor Baum. Alturus we need the real name, because
Archy Rushbury isn’t coming up anywhere through our searches. And
believe me, we have tried all possible avenues. Doctor Baum is a
specialized hypnotist. She’s going to help you regress and clear a
way for the name to surface.”

“I am not the sum total of my past,” Alturus
mumbled.

“Quite true, Alturus. Your appointment with
Doctor Baum is today, at 11:30 sharp.”
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Around midday Alturus ambled in to Doctor Baum’s
office. The reception area was lit by a chandelier and frayed
Persian rugs covered a dark wooden floor. A young women stood near
a desk clutching a white fluffy dog under her arm.

“Excuse me, but this is my appointment. I
have been waiting all week.” Her accent carried a
feint American lilt. “My director has released the crew for the
day. This is an emergency too.” She huffed and tucked the
dog into her shoulder bag as if it were a plush toy.

“Ms. Laurens, as I have explained before,
this is a special case...” said an elderly secretary sat the other
side of the desk. “Doctor Baum is more than happy to compensate for
this alteration. She has instructed me to give you double time for
your next session. One moment, please,” she said peering around the
starlet, her dog and, her attitude. “Mr. Burk?”

“Yes. That is me,”
said Alturus. He edged up to the desk and the starlet removed her
oversized sunglasses sizing him up. Alturus recognized her face but
his fuzzy mind failed to come up with a name.

The secretary pressed an intercom on her
desk. “Mr. Burk is here now,” she announced.

“Please send him in.” Came a women’s
voice.

The secretary gestured to the door and
Alturus slunk away still feeling the starlet eyes burning a hole
into his back.

A tall, elegant woman greeted Alturus. She
stood up, rounded the desk, and extended her hand.  A warm
smile lit up her face crinkling her eyes, and silver strands
streaked her dark hair which fell to just above her shoulders.

“I trust it wasn’t too much trouble getting
here, Mr. Burk?” she said.

“No, not really,” Alturus responded in a
flat, dejected tone. “I have bigger problems.”

“Please, come in.”

Alturus scanned the room. The entire back
wall was a vast window, providing a view to Harley Street below. It
gave the office a humming silence, insulating them from the noise
of the bustling masses.

Doctor Baum picked up a file from her desk
and opened it. “Now, you came from... Oh! Henchman Street. Well,
that’s just a few stops away.”

“Yes, I knowing
this,” said Alturus. Feeling awkward but not enough to
apologize for his late arrival nor displacing one of the doctor’s
more famous clients.

“Never mind.” She clicked the intercom. “Mrs.
Godfrey please fetch a glass of water for Mr. Burk.” Doctor Baum
gently guided Alturus further into her office. “Have a seat,
Alturus. Do you mind if I call you, Alturus?”

“No. That my name.”

“Very well—yes, that’s right, have a seat
there on the couch. Take off your jacket and relax.”

Alturus did as he was told and slumped onto
the couch. He sank slowly, engulfed like an insect in a Venus-fly
Trap. He eyed the doctor as she adjusted the blinds so the light
dimmed; not too dark, but not too bright. Like everything else he
suspected she was tweaking it for perfection.

“So you’re Turkish, Alturus. Where did you
learn your English?”

“I learn it all over. Many countries.”

“Excellent. Now I want
you to feel at ease here, Alturus. Treat this place as your
own home.”

Alturus took another sweeping gaze over the
room. “I don’t think you’d want this, Doctor.” Contemporary,
expensive pieces of furniture were contrasted against the heavy,
wooden bookshelf that lined an entire wall. A row of books on the
middle shelves screamed out against the other leather bound tomes.
Alturus cocked his head to read the title: ‘How you do one thing
is how you do everything’ by Doctor Miranda
Baum.

“You’re selling a few books
too, Doctor?” Alturus asked.

“Yes. Over three million now and coming up to
the 30th week of the New York Times best seller list.”

“Oh, quite good, then,” he said dully.

Mrs. Godfrey appeared with a glass of water—a
crisp, white linen napkin laid across the top and placed it on the
side table.

"Right. Now, Alturus I want you to lay back.”
Doctor Baum gently touched Alturus's shoulder, pushing him until he
reclined. Alturus didn’t resist but he drummed his fingers rather
nervously by his side.

Mrs. Godfrey gently closed the door and
Doctor Baum continued.

“Close your eyes and breathe in deeply.”
Alturus smelt a very light indistinguishable fresh scent in the
air. “I want you to imagine descending the escalator of the
subway.” Doctor Baum softly enunciated her every word and
continued, “now breathe out.”

Alturus obeyed.

“Good,” she said. “With every number I say,
picture yourself going lower, and lower, deeper and deeper... all
the while relaxing, letting go. One, take another deep breath
in..." The doctor's voice carried just the right tones of warmth
and authority and sounded like a finely tuned instrument. "Two...
three...” Around the count of twenty Alturus let out a guttural
sigh, his head fell to one side and his fingers stopped twitching.
He’d slipped into a state of aware presence somewhere between
consciousness and sleep. It felt good.

“You are alert and energized, yet in a deep,
deep calm place, Alturus. Do you understand what I’m saying?

“Yes,” Alturus responded dreamily.

“Good. Now I want to you to take me back. Not
to last week or even last month and not even the last days but back
to a time before you were a Keeper. Do you remember that,
Alturus?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me the details. How did it all
begin?”

Alturus’s closed eyes flickered from side to
side as his mind cleared a way back to a time years before. “I was
born in Istanbul.” His voice barely a whisper. “My father is a
groundskeeper and weekend guide at the Blue Mosque. My mother died
when I was born.  Everyone said she die because of me. I am
the youngest—two sister and two brother.”

“Take me to a significant day in your
childhood.”

“I wake very early. I’m hungry. Everyone is
always hungry. The room is dark and I have to crawl over my two
brother to get out of bed. I pull on a jumper and shoes and leave.
The streets are quiet and I walk maybe half an hour to get to
bakery. The smell of fresh bread finds me even before I arrive.
When I get there Altan, the baker, claps his fat hands for me to
move quickly.”

“Are you going to buy bread, Alturus?”

“No. I work. I put gloves on and take bread
off the trays to place into baskets. I do this all day.”

“Why is this an important day for you,
Alturus?

“Because at end of that day I pushed bread
and donuts under my shirt and took home to my family. Alturus made
family happy. Apart from my father. He’s never happy. Father is a
serious man. I lied to my father. I told him the baker gave me the
old bread.”

“Were you ever caught?”

“No. Alturus knew when the owner was watching
and when he wasn’t. That day changed my life—I know now that I was
a clever monkey.”

“I see. I understand now. What about your
schooldays?”

“Alturus don’t like school—learn more away
from school. Tourist are where money is... more than any job. I
always made tourists laugh. I can do this easily,” Alturus
continued. “The more jokes the bigger the tips. Around my twelfth
birthday the authorities came to my house asking for me because of
stolen scooter. I brought shame to my father and family. It was
better to leave. And so the streets of Istanbul became my
home.”

“What was the next big event in your life,
Alturus?” said Doctor Baum, pushing the time span forward. “Take me
there.”

Alturus’s head turned as he felt for the next
pivotal moment in his life.

“I’m twenty-two. I leave Istanbul.”

“Where did you go to, Alturus?”

“Ibiza—rich, rich people there.” Alturus’s
pulled a half smile. “And I see her for first time. She’s
beautiful, so lovely and moves so well.”

“Ah! I was waiting for this Alturus. Tell me
about her.”

“She is big, very big. And needs a lot of
work.”

“Intriguing,” said Doctor Baum, leaning
forward. “How did you come to meet her?”

“I heard about her from many other men. She
has a reputation.”

Doctor Baum cleared her throat. “Oh. Well
that’s... err... does she live there in Ibiza?”

“No. She moves from harbor to harbor. She’s
very expensive.”

“Well, I’m sure she’s very nice deep
down—what’s her name?”

“Commodore 2,” said Alturus proudly.
“Commodore 2.”

“Ah... she’s a boat!”

“No, no... she’s not a boat, she’s a ship. I
see her, but I am not on her yet. I’m now just a deck hand and
galley slave on the Sarafina.”

Alturus explained how the larger boats had a
hierarchy all of their own. How he started with the smaller ones
first and moved up; climbing the ladder seasonally, always
advancing. Yachts, between 70 and 100 feet, usually meant that the
owners were well off. CEO’s were abundant here. They needn’t worry
about life’s bills. Or, conversely, Alturus would find out, that
the owners had struck gold once but stumbled into serious debt
(usually due to the yacht itself) and bordered on broke. In which
case, this type of vessel was usually chartered regularly or was
constantly being shown off by reps for possible sale.

The next category 100 and 120 feet.
Occasional charters. The crew worked hard to spoil owners and their
guests. Better money than other boats but still rationed enough so
they wouldn’t, couldn’t dare quit. The owners had a great lifestyle
on board where vintage champagne flowed like water. They seemed to
shop endlessly. Alturus recounted how he lost his footing coming
off the tender one day dropping thousands of dollars of shoes over
board.

“What did the lady do, Alturus did she make
you go in after them?” The doctor inquired.

“Nooo. No good... they are all wet. She made me turn the boat back and she
went off to buy them all again. Some fish got very nice shoes!”
Alturus chuckled lightly.

Then, in league of their own, came the super
yachts.  Boats such The Commodore 2 launched and at 190
ft—everything Alturus desired.

“Sometimes too big for marina,” Alturus added
proudly.

He first saw the Commodore 2 moored
offshore from Ibiza’s main marina. It was a private vessel, never
chartered. And although the yacht was registered in Grand Cayman,
its owner was listed as an obscure Lichtenstein-based company
called: Huter AG. Alturus ran a check but came up short. The
information was sparse, but intriguing nevertheless. The
Commodore 2 was in his sights.

“Did you reach your goal and get on the
Commodore 2, Alturus?”

“Yes,” Alturus responded. “Took me three
years.”

By no means illegal but certainly crafty,
Alturus admitted lurking at the usual bars with crews from
other ships and waiting for an opportunity. One evening, after he’d
spotted the Commodore’s tender quietly dock at the end of the pier,
he got his payoff.

“Two girls and a boy are coming. They
are crew, not owners.”

“How do you know they are not the owners?”
asked Doctor Baum.

“They have on uniforms—they
wear white, clean shorts and blue polo shirt. The
Commodore sign is on their shirt pocket. Shhh... they are
coming.”

Alturus shadowed them from a distance while
the crew window shopped the marina. At around 7:30, sure enough the
Commodore crew slipped in to Bar Resole and took seats near the
window. They were animated but orderly. They still represented a
massive estate and would probably limit their drinking.

Alturus took his place on a bar stool and
chatted with the barmen, making sure to not look over too often.
After a while one of the girls approached with their order. When
she finished Alturus smiled and thrust out his hand. Finally this
was his chance.

“You’re here, finally? Hello! How are you
doing?”

The smallest of frowns flashed across the
girl’s face. “Have we met before?”

“I am not sure,” said Alturus. “Perhaps...
Oh, you are with your boyfriend. Please excuse me.”

“No! No! He’s not my boyfriend. We’re
ship-mates—crew.” She pushed back her blond hair to reveal a logo
on her shirt and said, “The Commodore 2.”

“Ah... I didn’t see. I am crew too,” said
Alturus. “I am sat here telling my jokes to Paco but he knows them
all and isn’t laughing tonight.”

“I never did laugh, Alturus,” said the
barmen, setting the drinks onto a tray.

Amanda smiled. It was important to Alturus
that he didn’t come across as a stranger or as a drunkard. So he
watched and waited giving her a chance to assess him. His shoes.
His clothes. The fact the barmen knew him. Wait for it,
he thought.

 “I’m Amanda. Why don’t you come over
and say hello to Vicki and Gordon,” she said finally.

Alturus's first impressions were accurate.
Although friendly they were guarded offering little information
about the Commodore 2. In fact, they didn’t even reveal their
positions on board either. It was immediately obvious to Alturus
that they must have come with the highest personal recommendations
and Alturus wondered how he’d get a foot in. They must have had
their background checked by two or three different agencies. It
made sense, he thought, after all, who’d want someone with a
criminal record when you’re miles from shore?

Alturus limited his attempts to get
information and sometime later they were all laughing at his jokes.
Which were well timed, funny, and not too dirty.

After more light banter Vicki finally created
the opening he was hoping for: “What vessel are you on,
Alturus?”

“You know the Sarafina? 110 ft. Gran
Cayman?”

“Yes!” she squeaked with excitement her green
eyes twinkling. “I worked on Sarafina three summers ago. We did
Anitbes, Palma, Porto Cervo and Greek isles. It’s a good vessel. Is
Kimberley still on board? Did they fix the stern thruster? That was
always a problem.”

“Kimberly or the stern thruster?” Alturus
winked making them all laugh. “Kimberly, yes! She’s still crazy.
And there’s still trouble with the Stern thruster. Thrust sterner!
Always a problem on Sarafina.” Alturus continued, “I like Sarafina,
but I’m looking to get more experience. I want to move up one day.”
He laughed lightly and then flashed a practiced forlorn look.

“We are looking for a steward,” Vicki
blurted.

But Gordon, the reserved lad with the nobly
knees, jumped in. “No, I think we found someone, Vicki. I think the
position’s filled.”

The guards were back up and Alturus felt shut
out until Vicki continued. “No it hasn’t,” she shoved Gordon gently
on the shoulder. “Trust me, I know there’s a position. Pullman told
me to keep my eyes open. Well Alturus would be perfect—if he checks
out, of course.”

“I don’t know...” said Gordon, but Vicki cut
him short once more.

“Alturus I’ll set you up with the Captain
tomorrow, is around four good for you? We have to get to the market
early to stock up but we’ll be free by then—or the Captain will be.
We’ll pick you up in the tender. OK?”

Doctor Baum’s voice interrupted Alturus. “I
must say you did that well. A little bit sneaky, but no harm
done. You’re being very clear and up front, Alturus. Carry on, what
happens next?”

Alturus let out a light laugh. “After they
check me out, I become junior steward on Commodore 2. They’re good
people. I like them all. They don’t complain like crew on the other
yachts.  The captain is a Dutchman,
Hermanus Pullman. He is very young but experienced, and dines with
us every night.”

“You achieved your goal, Alturus.
How did it feel?”

“I felt good. The moment I stepped onto the
Commodore 2, my life would never be the same.”
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Alturus arrived early for the next session and
Doctor Baum seemed just as keen. In no time at all he was back on
the couch in a deep trance, reliving details on board the Commodore
2.

Alturus worked on the top deck. Making sure
it was ‘ship shape and Bristol fashion’. After carefully stacking
and stowing the blue and white cushions in large chests he dragged
the hose out and started spraying fresh water over the teak. As it
drained off he whistled away polishing and buffing the chrome
lanterns. He placed over-sized white towels on the backs of every
deck chair, making sure the Commodore’s logo was centered and
facing out. Then he stocked the fridge with champagne and set it to
the right temperature. Occasionally he’d look over the sides and
marvel at his good luck as the Commodore pushed its way powerfully
through the turquoise waters of the Mediterranean.

The morning had been perfect, and as he
finished his duties Captain Pullman’s voice crackled out of the
speakers above him. “Crew we’ll shortly be arriving at Eze—ready
yourselves to receive baron and his party. The ship’s course for
the next month will be decided later this evening. So please don’t
ask me again. I will message you. Two things: First that new
members of the crew are re-advised on privacy matters and to
baron’s... err... eccentricities. Secondly, Marlow and Alturus
please report to me immediately. Thanks for your attention. Port in
fifteen minutes.”

Alturus made his way to the captain’s bridge
and as he slid the door back to enter Marlow trotted up behind him.
It was the first time Alturus had seen the bridge. The nerve centre
of the whole ship had a curved windscreen giving it a 180 degree
view of the glistening ocean in front. Three large green screens
dominated a center consul. Green, white and red lights twinkled
from a vast array of surrounding electronics. Hissing French voices
came over the radio. Captain Pullman was perched high on a central
chair. He looked over at Alturus and Marlow, his all-knowing eyes
scrutinizing them beneath his wiry, red brows.

“Thank you, gentlemen. You’ll need to run and
tend to the luggage smartish. The authorities here have given us a
courtesy half an hour at the dock, then we’re on our way. You’re to
take the luggage directly to the assigned state rooms. Clear,
gents?”

“Yes, Captain,” they shot back.

“Dismissed.”

Alturus held the door open for Marlow, and
was about to follow him out when the Captain’s voice stopped him.
“Alturus stay here a minute please.

“Yes, captain,” said Alturus, pulling the
door closed.

“I want you to give you the chance to deal
with the baron personally.”

Alturus frowned. “Vicki does this, no?”

“No. Victoria has asked to be replaced. I
need someone like you Alturus, discreet and effective.”

Alturus felt the Commodore tilt slightly to
one side. The whistle hanging near the window clicked against the
glass. “One second, Alturus.” Captain Pullman pressed a button in
front of him, held it down and spoke into a microphone. “Graham,
the gyro feels like it’s on half power. Double-check the
calibration and set to eight. Over.”

A voice came back from the speakers behind
them. “You’re right, captain. I meant to re-set this morning.
Putting it back on eight as we speak. Should kick in soon.
Over.”

Captain Pullman released the button and
picked up where he left off. “I mean the baron can get a bit wild
at times. And it has become worse. Not violent in any way, but just
out of control. He has gone through several personal assistants in
the last year alone. So let’s see how you do. What I’m trying to
say is this is a large vessel and I’ve enough to handle without
worrying about anything else. I need you to learn his ways and take
the initiative. He’s a generous chap if you get it right. Do you
follow me?”

“Yes, Captain. Got it. Leave with me.”

“I’ll simply introduce you as his new
assistant. Take it from there. Okay?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Alturus was advancing quicker than he
imagined. He was now personal assistant to the owner who he’d never
even met. As the captain gave clipped orders to the crew, easing
the Commodore into the dock, Alturus spotted two black limos
arriving.

“Alturus, hop to it!” said captain
Pullman.

Alturus bounced down the gangplank, hurried
to position, and waited with his hands behind his back. The crew
lined up with him. Clean, groomed, uniformed. Captain Pullman filed
passed them and stood like soldier on duty.

Two men stepped out of the first limo. They
were both busy on their cell phones. Two women followed in their
wake, engaged in a lively chat.

Alturus waited for a cue from Captain
Pullman, who didn’t flinch.

The second limo swept by the first and parked
close to the gangplank. Four women stepped out. They were a
dazzling whirl of cashmere, blond and brunette hair, wide smiles,
small bags and high heels. Their attention was focused on a man as
he pushed up between them. He was tall. His grey hair was tied back
in a ponytail and he wore a crinkled white linen suit with light
brown sandals, and he had large golden rings of each of his little
fingers.

Captain Pullman stepped forward and shook the
man’s hand. “A warm welcome, baron. And to your guests. We are
ready when you are.”

“Yah, yah. Have you changed the oil and put
on new windscreen vipers?” the baron spoke perfect English
but his accent was distinctly German.

Captain Pullman laughed. “Yes. We emptied the
ashtrays too,” he added.

The baron let out a deep laugh. “I love your
sense of humor. I have one for you.” He grabbed Captain Pullman’s
arm, hugged him closer and whispered something to him but Alturus
only caught the tale end. “And so little Johnny says: I LIKE
the way you think!” The baron released another booming laugh
and the captain grinned, glancing across at Alturus as if to say:
You get it now?

The girls circled the Baron. One of them
brandished a tanned leather case and pulled out a large cigar, lit
it up and handed it over.

The baron puffed on it twice. The smoke mixed
with the girl’s expensive perfume. “Newbies?” he said, addressing
the question to Captain Pullman while fixing his stare on
Alturus.

“Yes, baron, newbies. Samuel was taken ill in
Gibraltar—food poisoning.”

“Good God. I’m sorry to hear this. Send him a
case of my Alaskan smoked salmon. And where is Vicki?”

“I needed to reposition Vicki. She’s up on
the top bar now. Baron this is Alturus Burk. He’ll be taking
Vicki’s position. Alturus this is Baron Von Manheim.”

The baron threw Alturus a sharp, sideways
glance. “Hmm. I don’t know, Vicki was much
prettier.”

“I agree, baron,” said the captain. “What
have you got to say about that, Alturus?”

Alturus stroked the side of his face. “I look
much better after a shave baron,” said Alturus cheekily.

“Ha! I like this.” The baron chuckled. “Now
listen. You vill all call me, Manny, or I will have you keel
hauled.”

“Of course, baron. Shall we?” Captain Pullman
gestured to the gangplank.

But the baron turned heel reached back in to
the limo and pulled out a leather bag.

Captain Pullman tapped Alturus on the arm and
he sped over to assist.

“No. This I will take. Get the others,
please.” The baron slung the bag over his shoulder and Alturus
scrambled to get the other cases. Marlow trundled passed him with a
cart to collect the baggage from the guests. “Come, everybody.” The
baron beckoned. “Follow me... follow me for a good time.”

Doctor Baum’s voice rang out from somewhere
in back of Alturus’s mind. “You’re doing well Alturus. Very clear
details. Now, tell me a little bit more about the baron.”

“He was difficult to get to know in
beginning. I tried all I could but he didn’t need me... he kept to
his quarters for hours on the first leg of the trip. I tried
several times to assist him, but he didn’t need me. Then a few days
later,  he was sat around a table with the two other men
playing cards. Cigar smoke everywhere. The girls are on the sofas
reading or tapping into a cell phones while another circles them,
topping up drinks. The baron spotted me and called me over.

“Alturus—this is your name, right?”

“Yes, Alturus.”

“Alturus, do you know how to play poker?”

“Oh yes, poker I know, baron.”

“Good. Take a seat.”

If the baron wanted him to sit, then sit he
would, Alturus thought. Captain Pullman wouldn’t complain. After
all, he was finally making the baron happy. The baron dealt the
cards.

“Three card brag to get us started. And
after, Texas hold-em.”

The baron pushed a handful of blue chips in
Alturus's direction.

Everything was going well for about an hour.
Alturus paced himself and kept in the game. Winning only
occasionally. The baron won the last hand but something seemed to
irk him. He pulled at his collar, cleared his throat releasing
growling sounds. Then suddenly he jumped up and started huffing and
puffing wildly.

“THAT’S what I am speaking about—Aces and
faces,” the baron said, jutting out his jaw and pointing at his
guests with the cigar. “Yah—that’s it—that’s it—I’m rolling now,
baby... ROLLING!” he chanted. Suddenly he ripped off his jacket and
jumped up on to his chair. “Can you feeeel this?”

The girls started giggling but Alturus could
see that the baron wasn’t doing this for their entertainment. He
looked like he was on his own planet. The corners of his lips were
frothy and his eyes carried a glazed, beady stare. My
god, thought Alturus, understanding
why Vicki had requested to change positions, he’s actually mad!
Alturus sprung to his feet. “Can I get you some water, baron?”

“Yah—water—water’s good...” and with that the
baron hopped onto the glass coffee table which shattered instantly.
The baron fell to the floor in a fit of convulsions.

Alturus moved quickly. He rolled the baron
clear of the glass and tried to restrain his flailing limbs. He
wrenched his belt out and wedged it into the baron’s mouth to stop
him biting his tongue. The girls stood aghast and the two men only
lingered nearby and watched as Alturus did his best. The
convulsions slowed after a few seconds.

“Pass this,” said Alturus, pointing to the
jug of water on the side cabinet, “yes, yes pass it quickly.” He
poured water over his own hands then lightly tapped the side of the
baron’s face. No reaction.

Alturus then tore through his basic ABC
checks: air, breathing, circulation. Gordon, the other steward,
skidded to a stop by his side carrying a bulky first aid kit.
Alturus spilt the contents of the kit across the floor and picked
up a vile. He checked the label under the light then snapped it
open.

“What is that?” asked the man to his right
who still puffed on his cigar.

“Smelling things.”

“The baron’s got bad timing for this stuff,
I’ve got a great hand...”said the man peering over.



Alturus held the vile under the baron’s nose.
The effect was immediate and the baron jolted back to consciousness
with a gasp.

“It’s okay—it’s okay,” said Alturus. “You
pass out.”

The baron groaned, and blinked rapidly trying
to focus on all eyes baring down at him.

“You blipped out—again,” said the man with
the cigar. “He gave you smelling salts.”

The baron sat up raking his hands through his
hair. “I must get my... help me.” He held out his hand and Alturus
pulled him up. The baron steadied himself then wobbled off ignoring
everyone and making his way down to his rooms. Alturus
followed.

The baron slumped onto the bed, rolled over
pulling the top blanked over himself. Alturus pulled his shoes
off.

“What can I get you, baron?”

“Nothing. I’m alright.” The baron’s voice
came muffled through the blanket. “Thank you, you did well,
Alturus. You’re a good man.”

Alturus quietly shut the door and turned to
see Gordon rushing up the corridor.

“How is he?” said Gordon.

“Not so good,” Alturus replied. “He looks
tired. I think we leave him for a bit and I’ll look in later
on.”

“Pullman sent me down to get you, he’s
concerned. He’s waiting for you on the bridge.”

Weaving his way through the yachts corridors
and up the stairs Alturus wondered if he’d messed up.  What is
Captain Pullman going to do with me now? The bridge was dimmed and
the moonlight reflecting off the sea laid down a silver path ahead
for the Commodore 2.

“This can’t happen again, Alturus,” said
Captain Pullman. His face etched with concern.

Alturus stomach clenched. “I did badly?”

“No. You did well, Alturus. I mean these
incidents with the baron are becoming more frequent. I need you to
stay close to him over the next few days—make sure he is okay on
the crossing to Palma.
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The next day Alturus arrived early; cleaned, groomed
and ready for his session. Mrs. Godfrey settled him at the waiting
area and offered him a cup of tea.

“There you are, Mr. Burk,” she said, placing
the cup down on the table with a small plate of ginger biscuits.
“How is everything with you today?”

“Okay, thanks. I like Doctor Baum. I’m
feeling a bit better.”

Mrs. Godfrey gave him a knowing smile. “Well
that is nice to hear. The doctor is very good at what she does.
She’ll be ready for you shortly,” she said, returning to her
desk.

It wasn’t long before Alturus saw the
impatient starlet exit Doctor Baum’s office. She still hugged the
small white dog and ignored him altogether sitting on a chair away
from the sofa.

“Hello,” said Alturus with a small wave.
“Double session?”

The starlet turned
her head away.

“How’s it going?” Alturus continued
regardless. “Doctor clearing your problems?”

“Excuse me!?” She spat, setting the dog
down. It spun around in tight circles then scurried over to
Alturus’s foot sniffing his scruffy boots.

“Hello little animal,” said Alturus, picking
up the dog and holding it to his face. His spirits lifted a bit as
it wriggled in his hands then it lunged forward and licked him
in the mouth. “Hmm... oh, I like. Someone loves me? Do you...
do you love, Alturus... do you?”

The starlet sprung up and plucked the dog
from Alturus’s grip. “Don’t kiss my munchkin,” she hissed. “Should
I know you?” her abrasive tone turned slightly inquisitive. “Are
you special or something?”

Alturus dabbed his mouth with the napkin. “I
was special and if you want my number, just ask. I give it to
you...”

“What?!” she snapped.

“I know this trick with dog. It comes over...
you make an introduction... we have dinner...”

“You’re crazy!”

Mrs. Godfrey interrupted them. “The doctor’s
ready for you Mr. Burk,” she said rather loudly.

Alturus patted the dogs bulbous head and
jumped up. “See you soon,” he said. Alturus entered Doctor Baum’s
office as if the heavy chains had been lifted from around his neck.
Perhaps it was the dog, or even the girl. He grinned. “Hello
doctor,” he said, closing the door behind him.

“Hello, Alturus,” said Doctor Baum. The room
was ready for the session—the lights were already dimmed, and a
full glass of water waited on the table near the couch. “Please
have a seat, let’s move it along.” There was an edge to her voice
that rattled him. She sat at her chair, tapping on her note pad
with a pen.

“Everything good?” Alturus asked, his grin
fading.

“Alturus, SOTS have asked me to speed up.
Honestly, they need a name and they need it soon. They think I am
taking too long getting you to that point. Although I have assured
them you are doing very well, they’re getting impatient.”

“I try... I try and remember.”Alturus felt
like the heavy chains were being put back on. Only heavier than
before. “I told them—Archy Rushbury.”

“But they’re saying that there’s no record of
that name. Hopefully we’ll be done during this session and we can
get them that name they so eagerly need.”

Alturus yanked on his collar. “I don’t
know... I need time doctor, I can’t just come up with name if
not remembering.”

“Intriguing Alturus. Why do you need time?
The object of these sessions is to bypass these conscious thoughts
and get to an answer quickly.”

“...but I need to do things to get
ready.”

“Sit back now and let’s start...”

“No. I don’t want to go down escalator.”

Doctor Baum reached over and touched his
shoulder. “Of course you do. You’re now on the escalator.”

“No... no, I’m not!”

Her voice took on command he couldn’t resist.
“One... lower and lower... two...”

“Noooooo!... I feel...”

“Yes, you feel sleepy and... three... four...
and five.”

Alturus melted into the couch.

“What happened to the baron while you were
looking after him?” Doctor Baum probed.

Alturus let out a deep, relaxed sigh. “I keep
a close eye on the baron. He has changed. His sense of humor gone
and he keeps to himself in stateroom. I bring him light food. The
baron spends lots of time scribbling notes in old journal. I wait
another day then The Commodore docks in Palma. All guests
left for shopping and sightseeing. After I help them get taxis I
return and the baron calls me back to his rooms.

“Is everything good, baron?” The baron looked
tired his face gaunt and gray. He was lying on the bed with a
laptop on his chest.

“Hmmm? No... nothing good,” the baron
wheezed. He closed the laptop and pushed it away. “I made some
mistakes during the last months. I lost a great deal of money.”

“So sorry,” said Alturus, placing an extra
pillow behind the baron’s head.

“Never mind.” The baron let out a heavy sigh,
“there is always another chance for people like me. If I had the
time I’d get all the money back and more.”

Alturus felt the words had some sort of
direction, so he waited.

The baron leant over and pressed a number on
the phone. “Pullman. Have the crew come down to my quarters now,
please.” When he hung up he gazed back at Alturus. “I am surrounded
with sycophants, Alturus. Big money can make people look at you
differently. Silly, no?” He reached for a glass of water on his
bedside table but Alturus got there first and passed it to him.
“How they will be now that it is gone, huh?” The baron waved the
thought away with a flick of his hand. “Never mind, I have
something more precious than money. Alturus—do you understand?”

Alturus had to admit to himself he was quite
lost. But if he looked confused the baron didn’t pick up on it
because he continued.

“Time is not on my side.” He heaved himself
out of bed and got hold of Alturus's elbow. “Alturus, I am dying. I
know it,” said the baron in a matter-of-fact tone. Alturus searched
for the right words to reply, but the Baron shook his arm gently.
“No don’t start now. I haven’t the time to explain. I am like a
dog. I just know that it won’t be long. The trouble is, I don’t
trust people—you Alturus, you I trust. My fancy guests, the pretty
girls, are with me for my money. Ha! If they all knew of my losses
they’d jump to a better ship. You wouldn’t do this, my friend.” He
pushed himself up and Alturus followed him into a large walk-in
closet. He parted suits hanging from chrome rails, leant in and
tapped numbers into a digital panel on the wall behind.

A knock came from the living room door.

“Get that, Alturus. Tell them to come
in.”

The baron emerged clutching his leather bag.
His bathrobe pockets bulging and clinking of metal as he walked.
Alturus stood looking as bemused as the rest of the crew while he
approached.

“Right,” said the baron. “Please stand here,
everyone.” He pretended to draw an invisible line just in front of
a coffee table and the crew dutifully shunted into position. “I
missed many of your birthdays, most holidays too, so let me make up
for this...”

The baron plucked watches out of his
bathrobe’s pockets and gave them out like candies at Halloween.
Marlow, the deckhand, gingerly took a bejeweled piece with a frown
which gave way to a loud gasp when he held it under the light.
Another fine timepiece went to the chef and another one to the
engineer. The baron dropped two but bent to pick them up and gave
both of them to the helicopter pilot. He unstrapped a super thin
one on from his wrist and handed it to Gordon. “There now—it is
done. It’s official—I have no more time.” The silly joke made
everyone but Alturus laugh.

After emptying his pockets the baron grabbed
a solid gold sextant off a low table and pushed it into Vicki’s
arms. He then pulled off both rings from his little fingers and
held them out to Amanda. He shuffled over and lifted an oil
painting off the wall. Alturus could hear the crew murmur. He’d
noticed the big, ugly yellow flowers in a vase but never gave them
much thought. The baron ambled back to the line and handed the
painting to the captain. There, Pullman,” he said.  “A Dutch
owner of a Dutch painting—should make you prouder than the
Commodore 2, no?”

While the captain stumbled to find words the
baron finally came to Alturus. He stood before him gripping the
leather bag close to his chest. He closed his eyes for a moment of
undisturbed silence then gave a single reaffirming nod and
handed it over. The second he released it to Alturus an almost
imperceptible sense of relief swept over the baron’s face. Alturus
was bursting to peek inside. “There!” said the baron with a hint of
pride.

Alturus pulled the bag open to see neatly
folded, monogrammed shirts. “Nice. Thank you! Baron. Thank you!” He
quietly crumbled inside but a smile masked his disappointment.
Where were his watches—his paintings?

“Let’s hear it for, the baron, everyone,” the
captain said. “Hip! Hip!”

“Hooray!”

“Hip! Hip!”

“Hooray!”

Captain Pullman held the door open and the
baffled, yet overjoyed crew filed out—babbling all the way. There
was not a sullen face to be seen.

“Alturus I want you to stay,” the baron
called out. “Close the door, open the bag, and take out those silly
shirts.”

Alturus placed the bag on the floor and knelt
beside it, pulling the monogrammed shirts out like tissues from a
box. When he pulled out he last shirt the baron stepped over and
looked down into the bag. “That is the Shroud of Ururtu,” said the
baron proudly. Alturus pulled out a rug. It had a strange feel to
it and it shone even under the soft lights of the stateroom.
“Unfold it here...” he pointed to an open area. “...and stand back.
Do you have weak heart, Alturus?”

Alturus shook his head.

The baron stepped into the middle. Pulled the
corners in with his feet like he had done it a thousand time
before. He turned to Alturus and said: “Bye, bye,” and
vanished.

“That’s really how it happened, Alturus?”
Came the startled voice of Doctor Baum. “That’s how you became The
57th Keeper?”

“Yes. That night the baron showed me the
Shroud’s powers. First, he gave me an old book, the Keeper’s Log,
the one he had been writing in all those days. He told me to study
it carefully. Then, from his private deck I took my first
fight—around the harbor and back to the boat. Crazy thing. I
couldn’t believe I had it then and I can’t believe I don’t have it
now.”

“That’s incredible, Alturus. You were
chosen.”

“Yes, me, Alturus from Istanbul.”

“What else, Alturus?  I interrupted you.
Please continue,” said Doctor Baum.

Alturus writhed on the couch, his eyes still
shut. “The next day, during the passage to Ibiza, the baron fell
while walking on the main deck. Another big seizure. He gripped my hand very tight and made me promise
three things.”

“Which were...?” Doctor Baum prompted.

“One—to be careful with the most precious
thing in the world. Honor it and do good things.”

“What else?”

“To stay in touch with SOTS,” said
Alturus.

“And three?”

“To never get Shroud wet.”

“So this is how you became a Keeper... now,
tell me, who did you pass on to?”

Alturus arched his back off the sofa feeling
skewered by the question. “No,” he fought back. “I made so many
mistakes. I have regrets. I was the most powerful man—Keeper number
57...”

“It’s alright Alturus.” Doctor Baum soothed.
 “You can talk openly here. Tell me what’s troubling you.”

“The Shroud is too powerful—too powerful for
Alturus. I tried to do good, I did. But after the baron passed I
left the Commodore and I stole.”

“You used the Shroud to steal?” asked Doctor
Baum.

“Yes... I wanted to do good, honestly. I made
up my mind to honor the baron’s words. But it’s difficult.
Temptations are too big for one man when he can be invisible. When
I started thinking bad thoughts I kept reminding myself like
this...” Alturus knocked his knuckles on his forehead as if
it were a front door. “I tried so hard... first afternoon away
from the Commodore I decided to help someone in need.”

“And?” she prompted.

“Very tough to find near the marina in Ibiza.
But late in afternoon I saw a man selling
newspapers in the street—he walked between the cars. I wait in a
café. When he’s finished I followed him back to his small
apartment.”

“Go on.”

“On the way I used the Shroud and took money
from a grocery shop—so easy when you’re invisible. But now I have
to give the man money so I put paper bag over my head—cut holes for
eyes—hide my face. When in front of the man’s door, I knock and try
to give him money—he became scared and slams the door in my face.
So I get on the Shroud and fly upside of the alley—up, up to his
window and called out to him.”

“So, what happened?”

“He heard me but can’t see me. So, I open his
window and flew into his place. I show up in front of him, and
tried to push money in to his hands. I wanted to help but—he
screams like some crazy women.”

“Wait, Alturus. Tell me if I understood you.
You flew into his apartment invisible, appeared with a paper bag on
your head, then tried to give him a wad of money?”

“Yes. Isn’t this simple enough?”

“Yes but, but... never mind. Please continue.
What happened then?”

“I went to give him money but the man tripped
back and fell on to an electric fan... and passed
out.”

“And...!?”

“I put money on his chest but the fan blew it
all over the room.”

“Dear me, Alturus. What a mess.”

“Yes, I left quickly.”

“Let’s move on Alturus. What’s next?”

“I still want to do good. But this gives me
an idea. Perhaps with paper bag I can become a masked superhero
like Batman. I could be—Bagman! Genius idea, no?” There’s was a
long pause. “Anyway,” Alturus continued, “the next day I saw two
hitch-hikers—they were playing guitar and asked for money when I
walk past them in street. I felt bad. They look hungry so I decided
to go and do something about it.”

Alturus hunted for a grocery store or a
supermarket so he could load up and return piles of food to the two
boys. He drifted invisibly, twenty foot above the pedestrians
scanning left and right when the sparkling wares of a jewelry shop
baited him from a side street.

The security guard near the entrance never
felt a thing as he glided right passed him. Within seconds
Alturus’s plan to get food had derailed and he now hovered, poised
just above the display counter. As soon as the assistant stepped
away to serve another customer, he swooped down and pulled as many
watches as he could off the velvet cushions. In his rush a watch
slipped out of his grip and clanged on to the glass—alerting
security.  A loud alarm started to wail from all directions.
Alturus rose up quickly and nimbly swept out of the shop, giving
little thought to the shouts and chaos he left behind.

He flew back to the hitchhikers, put the
Bagman superhero disguise over his head and ran up to the boys
dropping a bejeweled watch into the open guitar case.

“Did that make you feel like a hero?” asked
Doctor Baum.

“Yes—for a minute. But police saw me and
started to chase me. I ran and escaped. I got back to my hotel room
and watched the people below.”

“And what do you see, Alturus.”

“I see police—arresting the hitchhikers.”

“Oh dear.”

“Yes, oh dear.”

Alturus felt sure they’d be let off though.
The police would replay the security cameras showing the spooky
footage of the watches flying off the shelves, as if pulled by
magnets. How could anyone explain that?  

“The hitchhikers can blame masked man—they
will be alright...” Alturus justified.

With sirens still wailing below, Alturus
turned his attention to his loot. He perched like a gargoyle on the
edge of the bed spreading the watches out over the blanket.
Thirteen in total. More than the baron gave out. He smiled. With
adrenalin buzzing through his mind and body he strapped three
watches on each arm, sprung up and started spinning in circles.

“Loving this... LOVING THIS.”

Over the next few days however, the thrill
wore off. Stealing the watches was easy, but Alturus found them
useless. He couldn’t exchange them or even give them away without
raising suspicion. No, what he needed was real money—a big,
impressive wedge of notes held by a gold clip!

In the centre of Ibiza, on the corner of
Gaspar Puig and Vicente Serra Orvay, Alturus came across an
elegant, detached building. Fiery red flowers overflowed from pots
hanging off black window bars, and the gold plaque on the front
pillars proudly displayed the name,
Banco DevillaSante Privado.

Propelled by greed and confidence and armed
by his own ingenuity Alturus swept in—the air conditioning welcome
after the brief flight from his hotel, but not as much as the cash
waiting the other side of the high glass partition.

He didn’t waste time. He picked up a
half-filled coffee mug place near the teller’s kiosk and hurled it
with great force against the opposite side wall. The brown mix
exploded everywhere. Havoc broke out among the staff and without
missing a beat, Alturus made bee-line for the cashiers open drawer.
He seized as many notes as he could showing no finesse. It was even
easier then stealing a loaf of bread.

The next morning, with an added spring in his
step and a pocket full of cash, Alturus took a stroll to the most
expensive cafe on the island. He took a table outside and
positioned himself so he could see the people walking by, and with
the easy grace of the baron himself, ordered a champagne breakfast.
The news papers hanging by wooden rods swayed in the breeze. A
headline jumped out at him:

 


Poltergeist Robs Banco Devillasante!

 


Alturus reached for the newspaper and read
on:

 


Earlier this morning, Mr. Jaffa (62) owner of Banco
Devillasante Privado battled a barrage of questions about a
mysterious robbery that took place Thursday afternoon at the Juan
Ponce de Leon branch. Mr. Jaffa was reluctant to answer any details
stating that a full investigation is underway and Interpol are
involved.

A first hand witness, Miss. Canalis (34) who had
entered the bank just minutes before it was robbed, said she saw
cups of coffee fired against walls, and ghostly images of money
ripped from cashiers tills as panic ensued. "It was like a scene
from poltergeist," she stated."I was very scared."

It has been suggested the bank did all they could to
suppress news of the robbery however this backfired when one of the
customers filmed the entire incident on his cell phone and uploaded
it to YouTube. The surprisingly clear footage has only added to the
bank's frustrations. The one and half minute video shows utter
mayhem throughout the ordeal and has become a viral phenomenon
attracting 7 million views the first day.

The case is now a top priority with Spanish Police
officials who will make a full announcement pending the results of
the investigation.

 


Even after reading it, Alturus was
comfortably numb to the consequences. Whereas Mr. Jaffa’s problems
had just started, all of his had just ended. No debts, no hunting
for jobs. A torrent of possibilities flooded his mind. Alturus took
time to be in the moment, sitting back and smiling warmly at
everyone in the vicinity. I am going to be a very, very, very
rich man.

“Alturus, Alturus!” a voice shattered his day
dream.

Peering over the paper he saw Gordon and
Vicki waving, smiling from the entrance of the restaurant. He
groaned inwardly. “Oh Hello!” he said. “How are you both?”

“You look well, Alturus. Did you find a new
boat?” Vicki asked.

“Oh no... not yet...” Alturus’s voice trailed
off.

“I’m impressed,” said Gordon, flat as ever.
“You must have won the lottery.”

“Hmm. What’s this mean?”

“This place. That watch,” said Vicki,
pointing at the glistening watch on Alturus's wrist. “Did you sell
the baron’s shirts already?”

“Oh!” Alturus laughed. “This... shhh...” his
voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t tell anyone.” he tapped the
glass face of the platinum Patek Phillipe with his nail. “Fake. If
you want, I’ll get you one.”

“Oh No! No thank you,” Gordon and Vicki
replied in unison. There was an awkward silence, but Alturus simply
grinned back at them.

“Well we must be off...” said Gordon, “we
have found work on the Ellese.” He pointed to a magnificent
yacht on the far end of the marina. “First port, Athens and then
the Greek isles for two months—Captain Pullman helped us with that
one. You should ask him, Alturus. You’ll spend what money you have
fast in this kind of place.” Gordon glanced up at the restaurant’s
sign and then back at Alturus. “Well. We’ll see you around,
Alturus. No doubt.”

“Yes, bye—Buen viaje! See you soon,” said
Alturus. He watched them out of the corner of his eye as the
strolled along the sidewalk and disappeared around the corner. And
that’s what Alturus felt he had to do too—disappear—away from
prying eyes. He made the decision to leave Ibiza the very next
day.

Early in the morning he stuffed all of his
worn out clothes and possessions into large plastic bags and made a
small ceremony of dumping them in to trash bins. There was nothing
he needed or wanted of this old life. Now he would make a point of
getting only the very finest clothes that money could buy.

It wasn’t until Alturus was at the airport
that he decided where he wanted to go. He looked up at the digital
departure board—a world of possibilities.

“Where, where, where?” he scanned down the
list of destinations. “Las Vegas?” That magician guy already
doing disappearing act... he thought. “Aspen?” Not
yet... “London? “Hmmm...” The crown jewels...! “Moscow?”
Too cold... “Rejivic—” where?

In his mind he could see himself living in a
penthouse in Monaco, or a manor house in England, or a picturesque
home with tree-filled gardens overlooking Cap Ferat. But none of
them felt like home. Yes, that was it. That is where he had to
go—home—to Turkey.

He didn’t linger a second longer and bought a
first-class ticket for the flight leaving after lunch. Once there
he could do all the things he missed out as a child. He could go to
all the places that he only ever saw and was never allowed to
enter.  He would be treated with dignity and they would weigh
on him like a Sultan.

Power and confidence bubbled up inside. He
strolled the airport’s finest shops and bought the most expensive
clothes. He knew the brands from the baron’s choices: Lambskin
loafers, silk robes, cashmere jumpers, leather jackets and belts.
With the labels still attached, he pushed them all into the baron’s
bag, and checked everything in.

In the next few hours Alturus felt like he’d
stepped into heaven—Istanbul. The sultry heat, familiar smells and
sounds filled his heart. He was welcomed with smiles and tipped
everyone on the way up to his hotel suite. Once settled in his
luxurious surroundings he phoned down for room service.

“I’d like... fruit, cheeses, chocolate, and
bottles of most expensive champagne, and... send up a masseuse,
manicurist and pedicurist, please.”

“All together, sir?”

“Yes, of course.”

Days passed. He invited friends and they
dined and laughed and when they questioned him about his money, he
simply told them that a rich old man had left him huge amounts.
They didn’t interrogate him. They read the news and assumed it was
all true. It seemed plausible enough. And as for the Shroud—he told
no one. And he felt it was best to keep it in plain view too—spread
out in the middle of the suite. It wouldn’t attract any attention
there and everyone who visited him walked right over it. The
masseuse spilt lavender oil on it, and the cleaner even moved it to
vacuum under the table. And during all this time Alturus gave only
a fleeting thought to what the baron had gasped on his deathbed;
that the Shroud needed protection and he, as a Keeper, was part of
a great history.

This memory made Alturus squirm on the
doctor’s couch. He took shallow, rapid breaths. "I am a fool,” he
cried out. “A fool!” And without Doctor Baum’s assistance he began
surfacing from the hypnotic trance. “So many mistakes.”

“It’s alright Alturus come up slowly,” said
Doctor Baum, but Alturus was already awake. A distraught expression
contorted his face. “Let me help you process this. You need to get
this out.” Doctor Baum got up and opened the blinds.

“I never did any good,” Alturus said
wistfully. “I took the easy way and lied and stole. I never helped
my family and never helped my friends... nothing works out this
easy. The easy way is really hard way. Too hard because I had to
give up the Shroud. I had to pass it on.”

 


 



 


 


F O U R T H S E S S I O
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Alturus breezed into Doctor Baum’s office as she was
finishing up a phone call. She held up an index finger to him and
mouthed: “one minute...” and continued on the phone, “...he’s doing
much, much better. The layers are coming off and we’re making
measurable progress. Yes, I am aware of that, Lord Fleury...
certainly not, those medicines were banned two decades ago—and with
good reason.  Yes... yes... no, not yet... of course.” She
smiled. “Naturally. Alright. Thank you for your call. Goodbye.” She
hung up.

Doctor Baum re-stacked the files, placing
them in line with the corner of her desk. Then she grouped the pens
pointing them all in one direction.

“SOTS are very persistent, Alturus.”

Alturus sighed. “I know. After they found me
I couldn’t lose Fleury.”

“Does that mean you tried?”

“Yes, many times. But they’re like
mosquitoes. I know now that I should do to their training. If I’d
listen, I’d be okay instead of sat here.”

“So let’s explore that area—shall we
begin?”

Once under, Alturus relayed how he awoke one
morning spread across his bed in the hotel suite. He rolled to the
side, covered his head with the pillow and let out a low muffled
groan. It was his third straight week of partying and his body and
brain ached. However, he rallied just enough energy to call down
for room service—who picked up instantly.

“Get me pills for my headache and a jug of
orange juice.”

Minutes later he heard knocking and dragged
himself up, flip flopping in his sandals towards the door. He
opened up to see a tall, elderly man with a handle bar moustache.
He glowed pink and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. Alturus
offered cash in one hand and held open his other to receive the
pills but the man gripped at it and shook it vigorously.

“Hello, Alturus,” he said crisply. “I’m Lord
Fleury. I have come a long way. I’m head of security at SOTS, We’ve
been expecting your call.” He brushed straight passed Alturus and
entered the suite. “Please, let’s sit and talk.”

“Oh! Amazing. I was thinking of calling you
tomorrow,” said Alturus, leading the way back into the sitting
area. Lord Fleury followed side-stepping the Shroud as he
approached the sofa and Alturus glimpsed the concerned look in his
eyes.

“Champagne?” said Alturus.

“No. Most certainly not. I have to report
back and cannot dally. For your own sake I won’t mince words. We’d
like you to come to London. I have a plane waiting.”

“No need. All’s good here, all fine,” said
Alturus, spotting Lord Fleury frowning at the oily patch on the
shroud. “It’s nothing. I’ll clean it.” Alturus took a napkin,
tipped water onto it, and began blotting the stain.

“Alturus!” Lord Fleury growled. “Please! Did
the 56th Keeper not explain to you about the Kurul? I am
sure he did.”

“Yes. Don’t worry, Fleury. I know this type
of people,” said Alturus. “I read in Keeper’s Log. They easy to
handle.”

“No, Alturus. They’re not. If the Shroud gets
wet in any way they will be here quicker than you can blink—and
kill you. If they know your name they will hunt you down—and kill
you. If you aren’t diligent they will find you—and kill you. If you
don’t keep...”

“Ya, ya, I get it.” Alturus laughed
dismissively. “They kill me.”

“No, worse. They’ll take possession of the
Shroud.”

“Everything’s okay. Leave it with me,” said
Alturus, delicately picking up the Shroud and then folding it on
the table. “I’ll visit SOTS in London very soon.”

“We can help you build a fortress against the
Kurul, Alturus.” The tone in Lord Fleury’s voice softened. “We have
significant influence across the globe and I strongly suggest you
use us to help you protect yourself. Your wish is our command.”

“What? Like a genie’s lamp?” Alturus laughed,
patting the Lord Fleury on the shoulder. “I like you, Fleury.
Calming... come let’s not worry so much.” Alturus gestured to the
door but then something suddenly struck him. “How did you find me,
Fleury?”

“Easily,” Lord Fleury replied, sending chills
down Alturus’s spine. “Easily.”

Alturus felt no relief closing the door
behind Lord Fleury. He tried hard to shake the warnings from his
thoughts, yet they seemed to wriggle like worms in his mind. I can
buy protection. He assured himself. I can buy body guards and I can
but myself with small army. But even as he imagined all this he
knew it would bring too much attention. Now he had a real problem,
if, like Lord Fleury said, the Kurul were lurking, how could he
trust anyone around him?

His thoughts raked at his already throbbing
head, and he opened the window for fresh air. The swaying palm
trees rustled in the breeze and the occasional shouts from children
drifted up from the glistening pool below. He breathed in deeply
once taking in the ocean scent, twice and then he saw a woman
pointing a camera in his direction. The inner monologue rose up
again. Why is that woman pointing it at me? I should move the
Shroud into the safe. No... Relax. No one knows you’re here.
But however much he tried, he couldn’t relax. He paced back and
forth around the suite like a caged lion.

Housekeeping finally delivered his pills and
the second the maid placed a jug of orange juice on the table he
made his decision.

“Tell front desk to make up my bill, I’m
leaving.”

An hour later he was packed and waiting
outside of the hotel’s reception.

“Where to, Sir?” the limo driver asked,
holding the car door open. Alturus flopped into the back seat
realising that his high profile days for now were short, sweet and
over. He buried his head in his hands. “Take me to airport.”

As the limo lurched forward Doctor Baum’s
voice rang out from the back of Alturus’s mind dragging him to
the surface. “Coming up, Alturus... three... lighter and higher...
you’re feeling awake... four... and five! He felt tapping on his
shoulder.

Alturus’s eyes opened and he took deep gulps
of air and gripped the side of the couch.

“You were becoming stressed, Alturus,” said
the Doctor. “You’ve had enough for today.”

Alturus tried to focus on slowing his breath.
“I need to explain what happened,” he gasped.

“Wait. Breathe,” said Doctor Baum, handing
him the glass of water. He took several sips. “Only continue if you
feel comfortable.”

The control over his breath returned briefly,
clearing away the tortured expression from his face. “I stole many
things.” Alturus seemed to choose his words carefully, finally
confronting his own behavior. “People suffered my stealing. Good
and innocent people now have criminal record. Families broken,
blaming each other because there’s no explanation. I stole money
from hotels, shops, restaurants.”

“Alright... and how does that make you feel?”
Doctor Baum asked.

“I feel like—like monster had been released,
this greedy thing wanted bigger, better, sweeter, shinier taller,
faster, biggest, juiciest. I needed to feed monster and it’s always
very, very hungry.” Doctor Baum nodded encouraging him to continue.
“I was like a wild man with the Shroud. I became a danger. I left
Istanbul and flew south to Bodrum. I thought a quiet seaside place
away from it all would help. But it’s no better. It actually got
worse. One morning, after I took women’s
jewelry from shop try to escape but it
started to rain. I felt the Shroud not working as usual because
it’s getting wet. It wobbled. So I flew fast as I could and low
along the beach when I suddenly crashed. I landed hard—eat a
mouthful of sand. The Shroud’s power just turned off. I had to walk
back to hotel with it on my shoulder.”

“This is when the danger starts, isn’t it
Alturus?”

Alturus gulped the rest of the water. His
eyes wide above the rim of the glass.

“Let’s take you down again,” said Doctor
Baum.

“No. I don’t need escalator any more,
doctor.”

For the first time Alturus’s voice was steady
and his eyes lost the clouded look. He turned the empty glass in
his hand searching for the right words. “Two maybe three hours
later the sun came out and I put the Shroud outside to dry because
it’s still wet. All this time I have strange feeling going on in my
tummy. A feeling like I’m scared.”

“The Kurul?”

Alturus nodded slowly.

“It’s crucial now that you remember, Alturus.
Try to be as accurate as possible.”

“So I heard noise in front of the hotel. I
saw a big man. First I thought he’s a celebrity because he has two
body guards nearby. I don’t think much about it but later I went
down to restaurant and order lunch. The
food arrived but I didn’t eat. The big man returned, and this
feeling got worse. I never thought they were Kurul first time I saw
them, but when he pass by the restaurant he looks in and he sees
me... and I see him. Something happened. He knew, and I knew in
same second.” Alturus pressed the heels of his palms against his
eyes.

“How did you escape and get to the Shroud,
Alturus?”

“I run! I run up stairs and very fast. I
panicked, took the Shroud and ran back down the other stairs. I
heard them. There was too much traffic so I ran onto beach. I ran
and ran. It’s s very hot.” Alturus began rocking back and forth
with his face still buried in his hands.

“Were they behind you?

“I looked once. I think I lost them. I had to
save the Shroud. I had give it to good person. I find old lady with
dog. She could take Shroud, she could be Keeper but she shouts and
hits me.”

Alturus body shook his words now tumbled out
without restraint. He lifted his head but his eyes darted as if he
were still running.

“Go on,” Doctor Baum pushed.

“I found a boy. Children are good. They’re
not bad people. I take his things and he takes the Shroud and I ran
on. I found a rug seller on beach further up and get rug from him.
I don’t know what I was thinking... perhaps the Kurul would think
that this is the Shroud. I run and run more.”

“But wait Alturus. Go back. So it’s a boy.
The 58th Keeper is a boy?

“Yes. He’s from England. White face, white
leg.”

“Don’t fail me here, Alturus...
what is his name?”

Doctor Baum waited patiently. Sometimes
silence is truly golden because Alturus finally uttered the name
everyone wanted to hear: “It’s Archy... Archy Bass.”
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Will a boy have the wherewithal to handle the Shroud?
Will he be able to escape the Kurul? And what becomes of Alturus?
Find out in

The 58th Keeper.

www.RGBullet.com
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