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The words before the book

This is a tale written during the sleepless
nights of my PhD. Of course, that's not all; this novel is also the
product of hundreds of hours of writing, editing, re-writing,
re-editing, and generally doing all that weird stuff that writers
know about but can't put in words.

But despite popular myths, writers never work
alone. So at this point I'd like to thank the many unseen readers
who have suffered through the various permutations of LAZARUS from
its original conception in 2005 until now. I would like to thank
Gareth Axford for designing the book's cover beyond my strangest
ideas.

And, finally, I want to thank my wife,
Mojgan, to whom I wholeheartedly dedicate this work as an
inadequate gift for her love, support and patience.

Read on, Faithful Reader.

 





 


Zero - Right
now

It's raining. For some reason, the sky still
cares enough to pour on us, and it rains on the righteous and the
unrighteous.

The sun rises on the evil and good. I wonder
which one I am.

What makes the difference? Our upbringing?
Our encounters?

Or is it just our fallen nature?

Rain pours on the ground and mixes my blood
with mud.

The stuff we're made of.

I have to close my eyes. For a quick second,
I ask myself, do I want to die?

Who am I redeeming? Who am I sacrificed
for?

There is no cross here. No thieves at my
sides.

Just a monster at my feet.

I slew it. I slew the Slayer.

There is a sense of freedom when you've lost
it all.

I sit back and look at his hand. It's not
twitching so much now, but the middle finger is still hopping,
trying to give me one last obscenity before it goes altogether.

For some reason, I look up.

It's raining.

 





 


One - The
Bubble

The City stands tall and grand in a vast
wasteland, the only sign of human colonisation on this planet for
over 80 years. The surrounding desert is a mix of grey and brown,
with blending hues of black and green.

Tourist guides, written by people who've
never been here, boast "rugged beauty and mystical stillness". But
from space, as you enter the top line of atmosphere, the City looks
like a boil on rotting skin.

A bubble - that's it. The City is a bubble,
sealed off to the elements outside. It's covered by a crystal dome
- pride of the polymer industry - whose apex soars at 20,000 feet,
shielding the City from the planet's elements. A half-sphere; big
enough to give the illusion of open sky but small enough to allow
controlled artificial weather, regulated by integrated valves at
the highest parts of the dome - all to simulate Earth's diurnal and
seasonal changes, and provide us with pre-packaged,
industrial-standard climate.

Engineers say that where the valves are, the
crystal is weakest. Crack it hard enough and the sudden pressure
change would crush the entire City in forty-two seconds, plus or
minus one.

There is no place like home.

Exiting the City requires pressure
equilibration, which can take place in the comfort of your own car.
But other than the Spaceport to the south, there aren't many
reasons to leave the safety of the dome.

Well, except for the Outcast.

But we'll get to that.

The City is the first of its kind, but the
way I hear it, many planets across the Galaxy are following suit.
Standard colonisation protocol: Reach a new land and set up
camp.

First, adapt and survive.

Explore later.

Worry later.

Seventy million people in the City, up from
the twelve million who first arrived here, all adapting and
surviving, living out their carefully-maintained lots under an
alien sun, searching for carefully-regulated happiness, masters of
enclosed fates and captains of entrapped souls in a giant snowglobe
that's one crack away from popping. The fine, transparent boundary
protecting us all from what lies outside.

Outside. Who'd want to think about
that, anyway?

Who'd want to think about the Outcast?

In itself, the City is autonomous, complete
and wholesome: Apartments, houses, condos, villas, parks, suburbs,
dumps, schools, ghettos, post offices, businesses, bars, clubs,
cinemas, hospitals, churches, and police.

Ah. Police. But no prisons.

Let me qualify that. It's probably the most
unique feature of the City. And it's not because we've achieved
some crimeless utopia. Far from it. It's because every convicted
criminal worthy of long-term incarceration is simply thrown out of
the City. Exiled. Misdemeanours and petty offences pay fines, do
community service, a short stint in a holding cell, or are deported
off the rock. Heavier stuff, like treason, terrorism and first
degree murder take a stroll down Death Row. But those in the dirty
grey of real life, those you can't fine, deport or kill - them, you
simply ditch.

You cast them out.

Outcast.

We just don't think about them. Why should
we? Like true intergalactic cockroaches, we embody the very essence
of travelling light. Don't stay. Don't wait. Don't culture, plant,
or grow. Live, consume, run, start over. Throw away your
refrigerator, throw away your home. Throw away your TV, throw away
your family. Throw away your toaster, throw away your planet. Throw
away your toys, throw away your life.

If the shoe doesn't fit, throw it away.

But I deviate. This isn't about philosophy.
Not anymore at least.

We threw philosophy away a long time ago.

***

The box behind my head is ticking its final
ticks.

Where was I? Ah, yes. The Outcast.

But in the beginning, there was me.

Take a look, and tell me what you see.

 





 


Two -
Monday

The elevator emits a pleasant "ping!" as it
reaches the 21st floor of the Phoenix Building.

The Phoenix was built on the ruins of a crime
lord's estate. By 2063, he controlled the City's entire underworld
and was setting his sights even higher. In July 2064 he made Mayor.
In November of the same year, a mob that wouldn't take it anymore
razed the place to the ground and burnt him alive with his wife,
children, and everyone else they could get their hands on.

Democracy is the rule of the people.

Three months later, under the auspices of the
Justice Department, from the ashes of the estate rose the Phoenix,
named after the mythical birds that were born out of the immolation
of their ancestors. Inside its twenty-four floors is stacked the
City's entire Metropolitan Police Force: a total of twenty thousand
people who serve and protect a population that outnumbers them
three and a half thousand times.

Is it possible? Like I said, nobody wants to
think about the Outcast.

Besides, this is 2094.

On the way up, everyone avoids eye contact.
I've been doing it and seeing it for the twenty-two years I've been
on the Force. It's a ritual - a tradition: the uniforms don't want
to look envious; the plainclothes don't want to look condescending.
It's the class dynamic that arises naturally in any organised
system.

Floor twenty-one is where I work: Homicide. A
computerised, fresh and slightly sensual female voice announces the
floor number, department, and visiting hours.

"Have a nice day". She'll be saying that
until 12:00. After that, it's "have a nice afternoon".

Machines will deliver us from
interaction.

Doors wide open and the elevator disgorges
uniformed officers and plainclothes. Hands holding coffees, bagels
and pastries. Props of the daybreak.

We're all after the same demons, everyone in
their own unique role. In twenty-two years, I've heard and given
that speech a thousand times. And if you were there to see me on
that Good Monday of Easter Week 2094, hopping out of the lift full
of pep and caffeine, you'd know that I believed it too.

We're all members of the same body. For the
body to function, every member must function. No member is
inferior, none is superior. We just have different roles. Different
callings.

I heard that in a church once.

The doors open and the Body Members come out
of the lift. It's 9:00 am, sharp. Not that anyone would complain if
I was late. I just like to set an example.

On the way to my office, I stop to greet Lisa
Raymer, my secretary. She nods in return, keeps talking on the
phone, and tosses me a disc with the day's messages, meetings'
schedule, and notices.

Like every good professional, I'd be lost
without her.

I am Chief Inspector Paul Blake. That's what
the platinum sign on my desk says. My chair groans with a clichÄ
creak as I lean back, checking the day's headlines on my
holoscreen.

Then emails.

Then reports.

Then the day is on. And that means that
someone's dead.

 





 


Three - A drop of
death

There's a strange feeling you get when you
visit a murder scene. In twenty-two years, I have never been able
to give it a name. But whether you're a cop on the beat, a
crime-scene investigator, forensics, a Coroner, or a lucrative
Metropolitan Homicide Chief Inspector, you feel it.

They say that you get used to it, but that's
a lie. Or wishful thinking. There's no getting used to death,
because you only die once. And everything else is just a
substitute.

Remember that.

A murder scene is raw death, not the
user-friendly version you get at funerals and movies. This is Mr
Death in full dress, spouting uncensored lyrics about the Grand
Finale of Life. You see him in everything: The neat condominium
that reeks with two days' worth of decay, the blood-spattered
wallpaper, the stained carpets, the NO SIGNAL on the TV, the
shattered glass coffee table - all the implements of everyday life
silently surrounding the protagonist like the Chorus of a Greek
tragedy.

Tragedy sounds about right.

I hear the noise before I even come out of
the elevator - a murder scene will draw a crowd like flies to a
carcass, 2094 or not. The actual police on the scene number about
twenty, from uniforms keeping the press and the curious out, to
Forensics, clerks, parameds, higher-up officers, uniforms,
detectives, and all the way to...

... me.

Every time I walk into one of these, I ask
the same question:

Am I chasing death or is it the other way
around?

My wife asked me that one night when the kids
were at camp and we polished off a French Bordeaux.

Neither, I said. I just chase his
ministers.

But that might have been the wine
talking.

The name on the doorbell says "LAURA BERKS".
I've pushed through the crowd now, a pretty Asian journalist
screeches for "a second of your time" - I haven't even seen
the body yet - I close the door behind me, and take a moment to get
my bearings.

The apartment is crawling with Forensics
people: photographs, measuring lasers, dusting for fingerprints,
scanning for DNA - seemingly random people doing the seemingly
random things that will put the case together in the end.

I'm really just here for the tour.

One of my own staff, Senior Inspector Bobby
Mallow, is standing in the middle of the living room. He sees me,
pulls his PolyLatex gloves off and walks over.

"'Morning, sir." He always 'sirs' me when
others are around.

"'Morning, Bobby. Talk to me."

"Victim's in the bedroom. Looks like a
lovers' spat." Bobby's divorced. Twice.

I look at the blood trail on the floor and
trace it all the way to the bedroom's door. It's closed, and I
don't want to see her yet. "How bad?"

Bobby is talking to a Forensics woman and
misses the question. "Huh?"

"How bad?"

There's a quick flicker in Bobby's eyes, and
I've seen it enough times to know what's coming: He's searching for
a pun.

He tries to be funny. He really does.

"No more bad hair days, that's for sure."

He just picks the wrong moments.

I stare at him until he turns red. I can do
that when I have to. And right now, I have to.

Here we go.

A drop of death in the ocean of life.

The bedroom door comes up slowly. I'm
conscious of the blood on the carpet and I try to sidestep it.

She probably got shot next to the coffee
table in the living room, and then crawled to the bedroom, where
she died.

I push the door open.

Scratch that.

She probably got shot next to the coffee
table in the living room, and then crawled to the bedroom. I got
that part right.

Then she actually made it to the phone.
There's a hand still holding the earpiece.

Then she was shot again, on the back.
Obviously a shotgun.

I don't know if she died then. But I hope she
did. Because the killer walked up to her - there are bloody
footprints on the carpet in all directions - and proceeded to
pulverise her head. What's left of her lies between the bed and the
wardrobe.

He did all this with the shotgun. I can see
the steel barrel sticking out from between her shoulder blades.

Must have taken some time.

Laura, Laura.

Bobby materialises at my side, anxious to
redeem himself. "You ever seen anything like this?"

I grace him with an answer. He's a nice guy,
really. Just lonely.

"No, Bobby. I haven't. But each scene is
unique."

There's a first time for everything. He'd
love to say that. Instead, he says, "He bashed her brains out with
that shotgun. Rest of the body seems okay."

I'm sure she'll be relieved to know. I'd love
to say that. Instead, I say, "Well, there's nothing else to do
here. Get the Coroner on it - I want a full report by noon. Any
witnesses?"

"A neighbour says she saw a man leave the
condo around 2 am."

"Did she identify him?"

"She says she's seen him a few times before.
Seems like the victim and him were together."

Victim. Together. The euphemisms of
murder.

"Did she give us a name?"

"Just a description."

"Friends or family who'd know him?"

"We're on it now."

"Okay. Let's head back and let the system
work."

Despite popular perception, detectives are
relieved when there's no Great Mystery to solve. Open-and-shut
cases only bothered Sherlock Holmes, and he was fictional. Not to
mention an ex-druggie.

Space isn't the last frontier; death is.

 





 


Four -
Report

I'm in my boss's office: Homicide General
Chief Inspector Andrei Viskow. That's what the gold sign on his
desk says. Andrei and I have been working together for over a
decade, and if I ever had to name a mentor, I would name him.

Fortunately, I don't have to.

It's 14:13 on that same Good Monday and I'm
giving Andrei a brief report about the Laura Berks case. I'm
sitting comfortably in one of his armchairs, holoscreen in one hand
and the indispensable coffee in the other. Andrei is in his
contemplative stance: standing up, his back to me, looking out of
the window. This is the 24th floor of the Phoenix, and
the view from this side stretches outside the City, to the northern
wastelands.

Somewhere out there, are the Outcast. I would
like to say 'live the Outcast', but that may be an
overstatement.

Catch me saying -

"- lab advises that the shotgun fired only
once, creating an exit wound in the abdominal area (by the way,
Andrei, this is why I initially thought he'd shot her in the back
too). The killer proceeded to strike the victim's head repeatedly."
More euphemisms.

"Must have been quite a sight."

"Want to see photos?"

"Later. I just had lunch."

I continue. "Dents and blood smears on the
shotgun's barrel indicate that the killer used it for the melee
part of the attack, possibly to avoid breaking the butt."

"What?"

"To avoid -"

"I heard you - what does that mean?"

"He beat her with the barrel because it's
harder."

"What's the shotgun type?"

I scroll up in my screen. "Um, Negotiator 55,
90's make."

"Expensive weapon. And illegal for private
use. So he wanted to spare it the damage - very considerate of him.
But then he left it there... his or hers?"

"Ballistics just called in. They checked out
the serial number and came up with nothing. Expected,
actually."

"A ghost-gun, huh?"

"Yep. Bought on the street, probably, or
imported."

"Which means it's his."

"We don't know that for sure."

"Come on, Paul. How many ladies do you know
that keep shotguns in their condos?"

"It's not a woman's weapon, sure. I'm just
being object-"

"Yeah, okay, spare me my own teachings. I'm
just saying, it doesn't exactly fit in a purse. Fingerprints?"

I scroll down again. "Yes. Unidentified
fingerprints on the shotgun." A rare thing these days. But Andrei
is not surprised. He never is.

For a moment, I look at Laura Berks'
photograph, taken last year. She looks strangely familiar, but I
don't get a chance to wonder why.

"Did she die with the shot?"

"Hmm? Oh, lab says that the victim was still
alive after being shot."

"So he finished her off with the barrel."

"Looks like it. Well, that's pretty much the
specifics. Want to hear the rest?"

"No. Let's do some cop work."

I take a sip of coffee and look at the
holoscreen. That photograph...

"Okay", Andrei says, still looking out the
window. "So he goes in, probably alone, maybe they argue, maybe
he's mad at her, we don't know."

I rest my hands on my lap and flex my
fingers. "Maybe they came in from a date. People could have seen
them together."

"Not if the Negotiator is his, Paul. You
can't go on a date carrying a canon like that. He probably came up
to her condo with the gun, shot her, beat her and left. Sounds
premeditated."

"He left the shotgun. Doesn't exactly sound
well-planned."

"Maybe he freaked out, or left in a hurry. It
happens." Andrei's got a point. I've caught two serial killers
before they qualified for the title because of their
sloppiness.

I take another sip of coffee and look outside
too. "So we know how he did it. What I'd like to know is
why."

The phone rings, and Andrei picks up without
looking. He mumbles into the earpiece and then he chuckles a
bit.

When he hangs up, he turns to me for the
first time in almost an hour.

"Well, you can go ask him, Paul. He just
turned himself in."

 





 


Five -
Q&A

In my experience - which I'd like to think is
considerable - interrogation rooms might have evolved with the
passing of years, but their fundamental purpose has always been the
same.

Intimidate.

Fortunately, the man I'm looking at now
doesn't need any of that. I'm not in the room with him yet, I'm in
the little recording room at the side, the one with the traditional
one-way viewing glass and the cameras. In there with me is Bobby
Mallow and the recording technician, Rania Metcalf, fussing over
her video console.

Bobby is mostly looking at Rania. He's
lonely. Aren't we all. But not as lonely as -

"- Patrick Donahue, PhD." I tilt the file to
the low light. "Age 49. Works R&D, Global Committee for
Military Research and Dev - aw, man."

Bobby sighs. "Yeah, I know. I'm surprised the
GCMRD isn't breathing down our necks already."

"They will be, rest assured." Every era has
its gods and monsters. In ours, the GCMRD doubles as both. "What
has he said so far?"

"What's in the transcript. Laura Berks was
his girlfriend, he went to her condo, he killed her."

I stare at Bobby for a while, to see if he's
serious. He's looking at Patrick Donahue behind the glass - well,
at least he's not looking at Rania.

"Bobby. Has he said anything we don't
know already?"

"No, sir. That's all. Said he would only talk
to you."

"To me?"

"By name and rank."

"He must've caught the morning news."

"You weren't on the morning news,
sir."

"Really? That is news."

"The mayor called about two minutes after
Donahue came in. Told me to keep a lid on this one. He wants it
quiet."

"... and the Inspector in charge is the last
one to hear about it."

Bobby looks guilty. "I literally just got off
the phone with the Mayor. You were on your way down. I patched him
through to Chief Viskow. GCMRD, sir."

"The highest authority." I look at Donahue.
"Did you talk to him?"

"Yes, sir."

"What's he like?"

"Intelligent, a bit stuffy. You know,
scientist type. Also, nerve-wracked. You should hear his voice
shake."

"I'm sure I will. He looks ready to blow
over."

"Yes, sir. Though I think he might be pulling
himself together."

I toss Bobby the file. "Then I should get in
there."

Bobby grins and glances at Rania. He doesn't
realise that she can see his reflection on the console's
screen.

***

Patrick Donahue PhD is not pulling himself
together as Bobby predicted. He's sweating, trembling and muttering
to himself. His hands are clasped together on the metallic table,
but he's not praying. He doesn't react when I walk in, but he
flinches when the door clicks behind me.

There are many interrogation methods
available to the law enforcer. Among others there is the stern,
we-know-everything Accuser, the talk-to-me Friend, the
let's-cut-the-nonsense Realist, and the I've-seen-it-all Stoic.

Donahue doesn't need persuasion; what he
needs is the talk-to-me Friend.

Before I sit, I inspect him. Patrick Donahue
PhD is thin with chestnut hair, a pale complexion, narrow blue
eyes, and, under normal circumstances, he would easily look like
the kind of guy a woman like Laura Berks would be together
with.

What he doesn't look like - what they never
look like - is the kind of guy that would beat a woman like Laura
Berks to death with the barrel of a shotgun.

I pull the chair and sit across him. This is
the part where our eyes meet for the first time, that second that
will guide the rest of the session. Just like a first date,
although I don't think I'm his type.

I pull a pack out of my jacket. "You
smoke?"

He looks at me slowly. "What?"

"Do you smoke?"

"No."

"Good. Neither do I."

"Then why do you -"

"- carry a pack? I only quit this
morning."

Carefully constructed bad jokes are a means
of assessing the interviewee's level of stress. No reaction reads
as relative calm; a faint smile as nervousness; a chuckle,
fear.

Patrick Donahue laughs.

Here we go.

"Dr Donahue, I understand that you have
surrendered yourself and specifically demanded to speak to me."

"I didn't demand anything. I
asked to speak with Chief Inspector Paul Blake."

I throw my ID card on the table. Awful
photograph. "I'm listening."

He examines the card for a while, but it's
just to get his nerve together. Then he looks up at me. "This is
recorded, yes?"

"You mean the interview?"

"Yes."

"Do you want it to be?"

"That depends."

"On what?"

He shakes his head and looks away. Far away,
past the dark, soundproof walls. Someplace else. "It doesn't
matter. What matters is that she's dead."

"Are you talking about Ms Berks?"

"Yes."

"Did you kill her, Dr Donahue?"

"You can call me Patrick. And yes, I hope I
killed her."

For your information, Patrick Donahue PhD has
just applied for the International Club of Sociopaths. First
requirement: Lack of remorse.

Rania Metcalf better be getting all this,
even with Bobby drooling over her.

"Why did you kill her, Patrick?"

He shakes his head again, but he's growing
calmer.

Club application considered favourably.

"You don't understand. I didn't kill
her."

Of course. Second requirement: Murder is
liberation or transformation or redemption or something else than
just plain murder.

Application in the shortlist entries
pile.

"Patrick, I don't understand. Now - you asked
to speak only to me. Why is that?"

He leans back in his chair and studies me
thoughtfully. Fingers tapping on the table between us, and, for a
second, I get the feeling that we've swapped places.

"Because it was you who killed her,
Inspector Blake."

So much for a straightforward confession. And
it's Monday, for goodness' sake. Good Monday.

Application rejected with a strong
recommendation for International Club of Fruitcakes. First
requirement: Delusions.

"Patrick, listen to me: I didn't kill Laura
Berks. You told us yourself that it was you who went into
her apartment two nights ago and -"

"- battered her to death. Yes, Inspector, I
confessed to that. But I didn't kill her. You did."

Signs of paranoia and schizophrenia in the
course of the interview may be indulged, but not encouraged. That's
best left to the shrinks. "Okay, Patrick. When did I kill Laura
Berks?"

"September 14th, last year."

Pretending to rub my neck, I glance over at
the viewing window to my left. I can't see behind it, but I can
feel the atmosphere in the recording room.

If, in the course of the interview, the
subject involves the interrogator in his criminal activities, the
interrogator must insist on clarification.

"Patrick, September 14th is my
birthday. Are you suggesting that I killed Laura Berks last year on
my birthday? Laura Berks, the same woman that was murdered two days
ago?"

"I don't expect you to understand, Inspector.
Not right now. But I am afraid that we are running out of
time."

I open my hands. "Then enlighten me, Patrick.
Help me see."

In retrospect, I shouldn't have said
that.

Patrick Donahue leans forward and looks me in
the eyes and right through my skull. His face is clear, lucid, and
his round pupils have dug up some kind of resolution from
within.

If, in the course of the interview, the
subject threatens the interrogator's personal space, caution must
be exercised.

"You might want to turn the cameras off,
Inspector."

"I can't do that, Patrick."

His jaw tightens. "That will be your problem
then."

"So be it. I'm waiting."

"Do you remember Lazarus?"

The Bible. Misunderstood handbook of many a
psychopath.

"Yes, Patrick, I do. He was the guy that
Jesus brought back from the dead."

Donahue smiles to himself and shakes his
head. He smiles. Lucid. I'm actually starting to wish that he
looked crazier.

"That's right. Back from the dead. But not
that Lazarus, Inspector." His eyes are frighteningly clear, and I
can see myself in them. "The other one."

Something bothers me, and I know that I am
going to have a bad day.

Donahue is still staring at me. We've
definitely swapped places. When he speaks again, he hisses.

"You read my file, sir?"

"I did."

"Did you see who I work for?"

"I did."

He closes his eyes. Tight. His voice, when it
hits, is a tremor, a chime, and an elegy.

"Wake up, Paul."

Donahue shoots back on his chair with such
force that he topples over and crashes on the floor. While I'm up
and shouting for the guard, his arms spread out like a dying bird
and he goes into convulsions, flailing about, thrashing, palms down
and scratching like delirious rats. I drop to my knees beside him
and the convulsions stop and then he chokes, he gurgles, he groans
and he vomits a fountain of blood that sprays on his face, sprays
on his clothes, sprays on the floor, sprays up the table, and
sprays up on me.

If, in the course of the interview, the
subject dies, the interview is over.

 





 


Six - Toilet
humour

Blood does not come off easily. If you get it
on your skin (and hope you're jabbed at least for Hepatitis B), it
is recommended that you wash it off before it dries up. But if you
get it on your clothes, don't even bother, 2094 or not.

For security reasons, the nearest bathroom to
the interrogation room is one floor up. By the time I wade there
through a sea of staring colleagues, Patrick Donahue's blood on my
face and hands hasn't just dried up; it's caked. The prestigious
researcher took a good shot at me before he left.

When Bobby Mallow finds me, I'm still
scrubbing. He looks at me, but doesn't say anything. For a while,
he just waits.

I stop for a moment, and look at him in the
mirror. Above him, over the door, the holoclock shows 15:32
backwards.

He smiles. "Got him to spill his guts,
huh?"

Silence.

Then I start chuckling and Bobby follows.
It's not the joke; it's just stress.

We're laughing ourselves silly now and I feel
tears in my eyes. I'd wipe them off if my hands were clean. The
whole sink is stained with blood. Patrick Donahue's blood.

"Cleaning staff's going to love you,
Paul."

"They should see my bathroom. Talk to
me."

"He's dead."

"No kidding. I got half of him on me." I
resume scrubbing. "How?"

"Well, you're not going to believe this: He
poisoned himself."

I think for a second. "Capsule in a
tooth-cap?"

"Oh, no. Nothing that mundane. Tox lab called
it 'timed' poisoning. Apparently Donahue took the stuff before he
came here, and did a countdown."

"Looks like we screwed up his timing. So what
did he take?"

"They're still running samples against the
known substances database. But I doubt they'll find a match. Looks
like one of those GCMRD compounds they keep to themselves. You
missed a spot there."

"Did Rania get the interview?"

"Yep. She's really efficient, you know. She
got a transcript on your desk in no time."

Like I need one. "Did you read it?"

"Yes, sir."

I stop scrubbing. "What do you think of
it?"

"Well, it's not much. He confessed to killing
Laura Berks, then he went crazy and accused you of killing
her."

"Yes, on my last birthday."

"Could be a side-effect of whatever he took.
Look, it's nothing we haven't seen before. In fact, we've seen
worse."

"Not the birthday thing though. That was a
nice touch."

Bobby looks at me in the mirror. I don't look
back.

"What is it, Paul?"

This is Bobby in buddy mode. Don't get me
wrong - his concern is genuine. And it's not the first time I
respond to it.

"It's the date, Bobby. He had a specific date
for it."

"So he found your bio on the Web. Don't tell
me you're worried about it."

"I don't know. Something bugged me when he
said it, that's all."

Bobby steps forward and leans on the basin
next to mine. "Well, I know you didn't kill Laura Berks last year.
And I know because I had to come to your apartment and drag your
moping ass over here for your surprise party."

"What d' you want, I turned forty. How long
do you have?"

"Me? I'm still in my prime."

I go back to washing. Last scrubs. "You
should ask her out."

"Who?"

"Rania Metcalf. I think you two would really
hit it off."

"You say that about everyone."

"No, really. You even have the same
initials."

"Huh."

"You should ask her out, Bobby."

"You think so?"

"She saw you leering at her over the
monitors."

He blushes. "Oh."

"So you better act fast or she'll think
you're a creep."

"Thanks, man."

"What happened when I left the room?"

"She was busy recording."

"Apart from that. Did she slap you?" Scrub,
scrub.

"No."

"Did she give you the cold shoulder?" Scrub,
scrub.

"No."

"Did she do anything?" Scrub, scrub.

"Yes."

Rinse. "Really? What?"

"She asked me out tonight."

 





 


Seven - Power of the
tongue

I'm in Andrei's office again, and the clock
over my head is showing 16:02. It's been a long day.

Andrei is just finishing Rania's transcript
of the interview with Patrick Donahue, and although his cop mug has
grown rock-stoic over the years, the skin on his forehead is pulled
back.

I wait patiently, mostly staring out of his
window. It looks like rain out there - not that it'd make any
difference to the City. We get rain custom-ordered.

Nearly an hour's scrub, and I still look like
a giant newborn.

Okay, bad example.

Andrei puts the transcript down. "Well, well.
That was novel."

"Life's full of surprises."

"Mmm. Tell me that there is nothing to
substantiate the late Dr Donahue's accusations."

"There is nothing to substantiate the late Dr
Donahue's accusations."

"Paul. I know that your suit is ruined, but
taking it out on me won't help."

"Sorry."

"Did you check with Medical? If Donahue
ingested poison, and then threw up on you -"

"Well, I haven't died yet. That's a good
sign."

"He didn't die instantly either. I don't want
you suddenly emptying your guts in here."

"I'll be sure to step outside first."

"Okay, knock it off. Are you closing the
case?"

"I don't see why not. Jane Kingston from
Prints caught me before I came - the fingerprints on the Negotiator
match Donahue's. DNA analysis is tough with all the mess in the
Berks condo, but Claude Nouveau from Forensics says the initial
sequences also match Donahue's. And not to mention that the man
himself confessed to killing Laura Berks."

"Before accusing you for it."

"Nothing we haven't seen before. In fact,
we've seen worse."

"Not the birthday thing, though. That was a
nice touch."

"It's good to be remembered."

"Any ideas why?"

"Why a drugged up, mentally disturbed
murderer said that last year I killed the woman he
killed last night? I'll put my entire department on it right
away."

"It's just disturbing."

"Tell me something about this work that
isn't."

He looks at me, sitting in his armchair,
covered in blood, and shakes his head. "Fair point."

"Look, I need to go clean up. Anything
else?"

"Not yet."

"Meaning?"

"Do you know what Laura Berks did for a
living?"

"She... um, it's in the report."

"Yes, but did you see it?"

I think for a second. How strange. "No, I
must've missed that one."

"You did. See, that's why I hate holographic
copies. All that floating about and folding here and there, you're
bound to miss something." Andrei always prints documents - most of
his stationary budget goes to highlighting pens. "Let me spare you
the trouble: she was Donahue's colleague."

Gods and monsters. "GCMRD?"

"Mm. R&D, but not the same section - he
was Medical Research, she was Genetics." Andrei leans forward, but
the distance between us doesn't really change. "Look. After you
left to interview Donahue, the Mayor called in and asked for the
whole case to go hush."

"Yeah, even I heard. Eventually."

"You were on your way to Interrogation. Look,
you know the GCMRD doesn't like bad publicity, and they can go to,
um, extreme lengths to keep stuff like this out of the news."

"Like that'd be a problem for them."

"It is, to an extent. The galaxy is a big
place, and one of their top eggheads battering another one to death
is a little too much heat - even for them."

"Well, I'm sure they won't lose much sleep
over it. Berks is dead; Donahue's dead. Life moves on. Live and let
die, huh Andrei?"

"No need for that, Paul. We've put it behind
us."

We have a little staring contest here, but we
go way back, we've been through a lot together, and he's my
boss.

"Yes, sir."

"Okay. Now: no press releases. Any
communication to and from the media, I'll handle personally. You
get full credit, of course, but any details of the parties involved
in the crime - either of them - will be disclosed at my own
discretion. Understood?"

"Sir."

"Alright. Get out of here."

And this I do, gratefully. There's still a
lot of blood to clean up.

 





 


Eight - Home sweet
home

My apartment is in one of the more fortunate
areas of the City, fitting for someone of my lofty law enforcement
status. It's a two-bedroom affair, on the 123rd floor of
a 125-storey building.

The view is spectacular. The place is open on
three sides - north, west and south, and I can see all the way to
the distant wastelands, outside the bubble. Of course, even at this
height, there is no hint of the dome over our heads.

I call it home.

I step out of the shower, relieved to feel
clean at last. In my bathrobe, I head for the kitchen and the
AutoChef clunks out an icy can of beer. For dinner, I punch
"CHINESE" and then "AUTO-SELECT" in the touch-screen menu, and the
10-minute countdown starts.

All my life is a countdown.

The beer tastes good.

In the bedroom, I strip off the robe in front
of the mirror, while my wife watches me from the bed with that big
smile of hers. At forty, I still look good. Broad shoulders, carved
pecs. A lifetime of swimming has paid off. Should look out for that
creeping middle-age gut, though. Start some ab crunches.

My wife still smiles. She'd never complain,
but I know she likes six-packs.

Beeping. Food's ready. Sweet & sour pork
balls, duck soup, garlic mushrooms, egg-fried rice. Couldn't ask
for more, even from a machine.

While I eat, I resist the temptation to turn
on the five-o'-clock news; my wife dislikes watching TV while
eating. Besides, I know what's on: Some earnest-faced reporter -
maybe that Asian girl from this morning - spouting eager
speculations about the Berks murder, the networks already vying for
rates, the dig for the victim's background.

They won't be getting anything from me, of
course. And I know the GCMRD can bury Laura Berks's bio faster than
her corpse. They do it all the time.

No, the media crows won't get anything until
General Chief Inspector Andrei Viskow feeds their clamouring beaks
around 20:00, just in time for the big 20:30 news. Andrei doesn't
work late - that's just the time his family watches TV.

Food was good. I throw the disposable dishes
in the R-Bin (that's "Reclamation Bin" to you - the latest in
Save-the-World technology) and hit "COFFEE" on the AutoChef. It
knows exactly how I take it.

It's 17:21. I was actually glad to get off
work early today. It only cost me a suit down the R-Bin.

I grab the coffee, and head back to the
bedroom. My wife's still there, and she smiles at me.

Man, she's beautiful.

I sit on the bed and tell her about my day. I
sip on my coffee and tell her about Laura Berks and her condo,
about how Patrick Donahue plastered the bedroom with her blood and
then obliterated her head with the barrel of his Negotiator
("Negotiator 55, 90's make - really nice piece"). I tell her about
Donahue himself, shaking and nervous in the bleak interview room,
then turning calmer and calmer, accusing me about me killing the
Berks woman last year ("on my birthday, nonetheless") and then
throwing up blood all over me ("had to sit in it for an hour"). I
even tell her about both Donahue and Berks working for the GCMRD,
and how the Mayor and Andrei want to keep the whole case under
wraps. I keep no secrets from my wife.

I don't ask her about her day. I'll do that
later. She doesn't say much either, she just graces me with that
stunning smile of hers that fills what soul I have with what hope
is left.

Hope. I'll get back to that later.

I give my wife a kiss and get up. I feel so
much better after talking to her smile, and know that, somehow, she
can tell.

It's almost six. I grab my sports jacket -
the one she bought me six years ago - and before I leave I blow her
a kiss and tell her I'll see her in a while.

She just smiles at me, and says nothing.

Photographs are like that.

 





 


Nine - Family
ties

Central Cross is the City's biggest hospital.
Its full name is Central Metropolitan Hospital of The Standing
Cross, but I guess that's too much for a paramed to say in an
emergency. Anyway, the middle part's gone and we're left with the
edges.

I think of that every time I walk through the
entrance. Maybe because the full name is displayed over the
gate.

The girl at Reception looks up at me. Her
eyes are chestnut brown, with a touch of honey gold. "'Evening,
Chief. Back from the dead?"

"Hello Charlene. Just started shift?"

"Yeah. Here 'till two. You want to sign
in?"

"Sure." I swipe my ID across the scanner.
"How's Melanie?"

Charlene's eyes light up. "She's great. Got
straight A's for the first semester - teachers say she's one of
their brightest."

"That's fantastic. Bet she gets it from
you."

"Nah. I nearly flunked first grade."

"That's hard to believe."

She giggles. "Yeah, they only let me through
school because I was cute."

"Nothing wrong with that. If you looked like
me, you'd have to study."

It's good to hear her laugh. "Nothing wrong
with you, Chief."

"Nothing obvious, Charlene." She doesn't know
how to react to this, and I shift fast. "Anything new?"

She checks her screen. "Nothing since Friday.
We missed you over the weekend."

"Yeah, I needed a..." What's that word?

"Break?"

"Yeah. It's good to see you, Charlene. Give
Melanie a kiss from me, and tell her she's good to get all
A's."

She laughs again. "I will. Say hello
too."

"I will." I walk to the elevator, and when
I'm in I press "PSYCHIATRIC WARD".

That would be down.

***

Routine is a strange thing. In my forty
years, I have adopted many routines, and I've learned a lot about
them. For example, there are two types: one I like to call
"Maintenance" and the other I call "Progress". Maintenance is the
type of routine that keeps something going at a certain level.
Think Defence, Security, Cooking, Cleaning. Routine is there to
keep things from deteriorating, from falling apart. Fight
entropy.

On the other side is Progress. This type of
routine aims to move forward. Think Research, Education, Family,
Business. Routine is there make things evolve. Make them grow.

There was a time when I could clearly see the
line between Maintenance and Progress. Then came a time when I
thought that Progress fed on Maintenance. Then I thought that
Maintenance fed on Progress. Naturally, I then concluded that they
both feed on each other.

Now I know that there is just routine, and
most of the time it is neither Maintenance nor Progress. Most of
the time, it doesn't have a name.

This is my routine.

***

I walk down the long white corridor of the
Psychiatric Ward. There are closed white doors with windows on both
sides. Ahead of me walks Laurence Meddler, the nurse on duty. He's
a big guy, ex-Marine and very quiet. I'd hate to think how a Marine
would end up working the Central Cross Psycho ward - as
affectionately referred to - and the reasons I would hate to think
about it are many.

I have a sudden flash of Laura Berks' smashed
head, one eye jingling out of the socket.

Leave work outside. This is quality time.

This is my routine.

Laurence stops in front of a door, and peers
through the window. He has to, and I understand. Then he turns back
at me.

"Okay, Chief. She's quiet today."

"Thanks, Laurence. I'll knock when I'm
done."

"Okay. Anything happens -"

"I'll knock. Thanks, Laurence."

He nods and turns away. I wait until he's
gone, and then press my "Visitor" ID on the scanner. The lock
clicks open, and the door opens.

I don't always stand at the doorway like
this. Usually I just walk in.

Maybe it's Laura Berks, and the Negotiator
sticking out of her mangled flesh.

Maybe it's Patrick Donahue, and his blood
drying up all over me.

Maybe it's something else, like Laura's
familiar photograph.

I walk into the room, and close the door
behind me. I don't let go of the handle, until I hear the lock snap
back into place.

Then I look up.

***

I grew up with my wife; we've been friends
for as far back as I can remember. I've said that phrase a thousand
times, and it tastes different every time.

Every year before Christmas, the City's
Weather Control system arranges it so that we can have snow - not
too much to cause problems, but enough for the kids to build Frosty
with a carrot nose.

I was nine, she was eight; Christmas Eve,
2062. The two of us were building Frosty on the corner of
503rd and Cisco. Traffic was heavy with last-minute
shoppers on the consumer's sprint, and Central Traffic Control
allowed for speed increments on the Auto-Drivers.

Occupied as I was with Frosty's nose, I never
heard the truck. I learned afterwards that the vehicle had skidded
on the wet road, broke its data receiver, and Traffic Control
couldn't lock it in place.

It still happens sometimes.

The little girl behind me saw it. She grabbed
me and pushed me into Frosty; we both fell through his abdomen and
rolled inside the pavement.

When I looked out of the snow, I saw two
things. First, the truck's wheels, no more than five feet away,
standing exactly on the spot where I had been six seconds ago.

Then I saw her face. She was scared, flushed,
and exhilarated. When she saw me looking at her she let out a
little yelp - still the sweetest sound I've ever heard - and hugged
me.

That's when I knew. And that was all I knew
about the future then.

How fortunate.

***

My wife is an inmate of the Central Cross
Psychiatric Ward; she has been here for three years and a month.
I've been saying that phrase for what feels like an eternity, and
it tastes the same every time.

I have been visiting her almost every day for
three years and a month. That's the first thought that went through
my mind as I entered her room on that Good Monday of 2094, full of
hope and caffeine.

Hope and caffeine hold the world together.
Maybe they can do that for my world too.

For the moment, I hold my wife's hand. She's
lying in bed, and staring at the ceiling. Laurence was right - she
is quiet today.

Sometimes I feel that I'm holding onto
my wife's hand.

The hospital allows me to visit her any time,
even during normal working hours - a term that doesn't mean much to
a cop - but I prefer to only come in the evenings. She's usually
calm then. If there were windows, I'd say the sunset had a soothing
effect on her. But Psycho Ward is buried sixty feet underground,
and the only lights here come from those sick white neon lamps that
seem to follow the ugly parts of humanity around.

My wife is given a dose of PsyTrop every day
at 16:30. By the time I get there, the synthetic
diazepine/barbiturate/opioid analogues have seeped well into her
frontal cortex.

It doesn't always work. Sometimes I have to
hold her down while the nurse on duty tightens the straps.

She looks so peaceful now.

Sometimes I wish I could go on PsyTrop
too.

Her hand is cold and a little clammy. I hold
it with both hands, and rub it gently. Her face is pale and her
features drawn, but I'm glad to see that her eyes still hold some
of their light. If I fear anything, it's seeing that light go
out.

I whisper her name, the first thing I ever
say to her.

I've been whispering her name for three years
and a month.

I've been whispering her name all my
life.

She doesn't respond, and I don't expect her
too. There are a few buttons by her bed, and I press "MUSIC". Her
doctors have put together a special collection of tracks to keep
her calm and keep her from becoming aggravated. The one that fills
the room now is Vivaldi, "Spring" from the Four Seasons.

I can use some of that too.

I've already told her about my day - I spoke
to her smile back home. Now it's her turn.

My wife is not catatonic. Nor is she always
delusional, psychotic, schizophrenic or paranoid. But she is all
those things often enough to keep her locked up in Psycho Ward.
It's in everyone's best interest, including hers.

The music works its magic. Her eyes stir, and
she slowly blinks. It will take a few seconds.

This is her routine.

She sees me, and I can't help but smile. It
is the best thing I've seen today, which might not be saying much
considering what I have seen today.

I pass my fingers over her cheek. Her skin is
cold and wet, like her hand.

I whisper. "Hi, honey."

Her lips move, and I hold my breath. She will
either smile or say my name. Personally, I prefer the latter.

"Paul." Something washes over me.

"Hey, baby. How are you feeling?"

She wets her lips, always so slowly. "Good.
Sleepy."

"Yeah, me too. Hard day at the office." No -
this is her turn. "How was your day?"

"Nice. I saw Mom today."

Her mother died ten years ago. She sees her
from time to time. The doctors call it "comfort hallucination".

"That's great. How is she?"

"Okay. She said you should call her more
often." Her voice livens up a little, and she smiles a bit. "Said
you stole her daughter, and forgot all about her."

"I'll call her, baby. You know how busy I
get."

"It's okay. She understands." She looks at me
with hazy pride. "You are about to become Chief Inspector."

I became Chief Inspector four years ago. The
doctors call it "memory regression".

"Yeah. I'm nearly there. Just a few more
weeks."

"We should go visit her. The kids haven't
seen her in a while."

Our daughter is in prep-school on the other
side of the City. Our son is dead.

The doctors don't have a name for this.

"Sure. We'll all go see her soon. Real soon.
Ate anything good today?"

"Same food as every Monday." In an incredible
and terrifying way, my wife occasionally becomes entirely clear and
lucid. This is one of those moments. At this second, my wife is
exactly as she would have been, in a parallel universe, in a
different time.

But she's not.

I know I can reach the door in a leap. Her
straps are loose. My heart is caught. I almost wish her insanity
back.

Damn PsyTrop.

Her eyes move around the room. "Paul?"

Here we go.

"Yes, baby?"

"Where is he?"

It hurts. "Who, darling?"

"No-no-no-NO! PAUL! HE'S GONE, PAUL! MY BABY!
HE'S DEAD! DEAD!"

You haven't seen anything yet.

"WHERE IS HE, PAUL? WHERE IS HE?"

"Please, honey. It's over -"

Her eyes stare at me. At this point, I prefer
to say that instead of 'She stares at me'. I want to believe
that this is not my wife.

"YOU KILLED HIM!!!"

Three years and a month. This is not my
wife.

"YOU COWARD, IT'S ALL YOUR FAULT! YOU
LET HIM DIE!"

I don't have to knock on the door; I don't
even have to bang on it. Laurence is already in, and I'm holding my
screaming wife down and he's tying her up, so calm, so deathly
calm, while she twists and turns and cries and screams, and I'm
talking to her all the time, "Please, baby, calm down, it's over
now, it's over" as gently as I can, and then Laurence is done and
asking me - so calm, so deathly calm - if I want to go or stay with
her.

How does a Marine end up in Psycho Ward?

I know I chose to stay because he walks out
and I'm still there, my wife's hand in mine, and I'm holding onto
it tight, squeezing it, and now she's breathing again, shivering
against her tethers and her bed, tears streaming down her temples,
into her ears.

"It's over now, baby. It's over. Please."

Three years and a month, I've been telling
her that, and I've been telling myself the same thing. At least
she believes it.

"Paul?" Just a whisper now.

"I'm here, baby. Still here."

"Where is the Devil?"

"He's dead, baby. We killed him. I killed
him." I don't want to have this conversation now, but I must. This
is her turn.

This is our routine.

"And where is God, Paul?"

This is a lucid moment. I wish I could go on
PsyTrop too.

"He's up there, baby. He's watching over
us."

More tears. "No he's not, Paul. He doesn't
care."

"He does. He's taking care of our baby now.
Good care."

Her mouth tightens, and her hand pulls away
from mine. "It's too late for that. Did you kill the Devil, Paul?"
She's going off again. I'm almost relieved.

"I did. I killed the Devil."

She turns her head away. "Forget the Devil,
Paul."

"No, no..."

"Look for God."

This interview is over. Personally, I
preferred Patrick Donahue's.

I get up to leave. Our time is not always
like this, but it is often enough to keep her locked up in Psycho
Ward. Sometimes I wish I was on PsyTrop too. Sometimes I wish we
swapped places. Sometimes I wish they locked me up in here with
her.

Sometimes, before I leave, she says -

"Paul?"

I spin around. "Yes, baby?"

She's crying again and I can barely make out
her words. "I'm going, Paul. You have to let me go."

By the time I respond she's staring at the
ceiling again.

On my way out, Laurence is nowhere to be seen
but Charlene is still at the reception desk. She pretends not to
see me, but I can feel her eyes peeking at me, chestnut brown with
a touch of honey gold. She doesn't say anything though, because,
after all, what is there to say to a Metropolitan Chief Inspector
stumbling out of Psycho Ward, crying his eyes out?

 





 


Ten - A walk back
home

After my visits to Psycho Ward, I have three
ways for going home. One, I drive back myself. Two, I put the car
on IntelliDrive, push the driver's seat way back and stare at the
sky.

And three, I put the car on AutoDrive and I
walk back home.

Today's three.

***

Weather Control makes it a warm night, and I
throw my jacket over my shoulder as I stroll block to block, trying
to relax my mind. There are two ways to go home from Central Cross.
When I walk, I always take the longest.

Three years and a month. How did we get
here?

Read on, Faithful Reader.

Three years and two months ago, I was
already a Homicide Chief Inspector, hard-working, hard-going -
Metro's new supercop, with some big shoes to fill: My predecessor,
Owen Filks, had been awarded the Force Medal six years in a row. He
caught no less than seven serial killers, and had more than a
thousand convictions on his record, most of them high-profile
cases. Although I was on Andrei Viskow's team, I learned a lot from
Owen, and I admit that, to Andrei's irritation, I still use some of
his methods.

Owen Filks was Metro's pride, until he
strangled his wife and raped his grandson who was staying over for
Christmas. He then barricaded himself in his house, stacked it with
explosives, and called his friends at Metro to let them know he was
about to radically redecorate the neighbourhood.

Thinking back, it would have been better if
he did. Metro could cover it all up - we're not as strong as the
GCMRD in that area, but we can hold our own - and call it an
accident. Explosions don't leave strangulation marks or traumatised
eight-year olds. They wipe it all clean, and you just call in the
Fire Brigade.

Turned out that Owen Filks had been suffering
from a brain tumour, but he never bothered to tell anyone. He was
old-school, Mr. Tough; the kind of guy that will tell his injured
son that a broken arm builds character.

I wonder what he told his grandson.

On Christmas morning 2091, after a six-hour
standoff with his colleagues, Owen Filks called my name. I'd had
some basic Negotiations and Hostages training, but I was in no way
qualified to handle a situation like this. Not to mention that I
had just finished the graveyard shift and had a wife and two kids
waiting for me back home for Christmas. Going anywhere near
a house stocked with fifth-generation C4 explosives was not my idea
of being a family man.

They say miracles happen during Christmas
season. I have significant data to argue against that, but the fact
that Metro had managed to keep the whole thing away from the media
for six hours certainly qualified as one. But the media are
persistent, and the wrap was tearing. The embarrassment to the
Force would have been enormous; the Police Commissioner and the
Mayor had spent Christmas Eve dodging cameras and mikes and "had
just about had enough of all this nonsense".

So Owen Filks called my name. So, I went.
Everyone was there: Owen's team, Andrei's team, Andrei himself,
even a young Bobby Mallow, still Junior Inspector.

Andrei intercepted me before I even got out
of the car, and barked instructions as he pulled me along. He's
lost it. We don't even know if the boy is still alive. We're
worried about the explosives - I don't know where he got them,
probably stole them from Demolitions. Bomb squad scanned the place
and they say he's got enough C4 to take out the block. What? How am
I supposed to know why he wants you? Just go up the patio
and talk to him. Don't piss him off - just see what he says and
come back. Grab some armour from the Bomb squad van over there and
make sure you leave your weapon with them. He feels threatened,
he'll shoot you. Haul ass.

I remember thinking that Owen's patio was
very clean, and how ugly bloodstains would look on it.

Owen's head peaked from behind the door. He
was pale and hadn't shaved that morning, which was rather expected
considering his activities last night. If he had shaved, I
think I would have just run away.

"That's far enough, Blake. Stop there."

No objections. "What can I do for you,
sir?"

His head turned inside the house for a
moment, as if he was looking at something. Then it turned back to
me.

"It's the boy. He's still alive."

"Okay. Would you like me to help him?"

He seemed to consider this for a while, and I
decided to nudge him. I felt exposed, standing on the clean patio,
unarmed and with half of Metro at my back watching through my
fitted microtransmitter.

"I'm completely unarmed, sir. I won't try
anything. You can just let him out, or I can come in and take
him."

Still, no response. I decided to go for the
talk-to-me Friend approach, which works quite well in most of
life's circumstances, including interrogation and hostage
negotiations. "Owen, we all just want for this to end. Let us help
you. We are your friends, for goodness's sake. It's
us." I actually learned the talk-to-me Friend method from
Filks himself.

He looked up. "Come inside", he said, and
disappeared inside the house.

I could feel the panic spread across the
street where the rest of my colleagues waited, some in uniform,
some in plainclothes. We are all members of the same body.

He's going in.

I wondered which member Owen Filks was.

I followed him inside the house.

Owen stood in the middle of his living room.
He had kept the place dark, windows sealed and doors shut. Two
table lamps were the only source of light. Even if I had a gun, it
would be hard to get a clean shot at him at more than four feet,
and even less if he moved. Besides, Owen had decorated the place
with wall-to-wall C4, and firing a gun in there would make a
delightful Christmas special.

I knew that I should talk to Owen, I should
describe the explosives and the place, I should talk enough for the
people outside to hear it all on their radios.

And I would have spoken, but then Owen Filks
produced the remote detonator and waved it at me in way of a
non-verbal 'shut up'.

So, I just tried to take in my surroundings.
Everything was peculiarly tidy and put together, the neat habitat
of a couple on the brink of retirement. I don't know why, but I had
been expecting mayhem.

Owen's wife, Joanne, was seated on the couch,
still in her nightgown. Her hair was brushed and tied back, and her
hands rested on her sides. Her head was awkwardly bent to one side
- Owen had applied so much force that he had broken her neck. She'd
started to smell too, and I realised that he had killed her the
night before, probably just after lights out.

"Blake. Over here."

I walked carefully towards him. He was
standing over a small mattress, probably from a child's bed. On it
was a small body, the body of a boy. In the dark, I couldn't see
any movement.

"Your grandson, Owen?"

"I'm sorry, Paul." I didn't like my first
name on his lips. Paul is too personal. Too close. Too
intimate. Too "you are part of my life". My wife called me Paul.
Owen Filks was holding a remote detonator.

"It's okay, Owen. Now, what do you say -"

"My grandson's name is Elijah. Beautiful
name, isn't it? From the Bible. Your name is from the Bible,
right?"

"Yes."

"I wish I'd read it more, you know. That's
what they always say before they die. 'I wish I'd spent more time
doing this, doing that, praying, charity, with my family, seeking
God'. Do you seek God, Paul?"

Not the time for honesty. "Every day."

He smiled. "Good, good. No regrets then." He
was holding a remote detonator, and now I could see that his thumb
was on the button. I could never grab it in time. I felt something
wet and cold on my back.

"Paul, I need to confess something."

"Yes?"

"My grandson knows your son. They are
friends. What is your son's name?"

I told him.

"That is a beautiful name too. Not from the
Bible though."

"No."

"Your son is here, Paul."

Something hummed in my ear.

"What?"

"Your wife said it was alright to spend the
night -"

"What did you say?"

"He's on the mattress, Paul."

I remember backing up a step, and a strange
high-pitched ringing in my head. "That's your grandson, Owen. My
son is home, with his mother."

"He's here, Paul. He came in with Elijah
yesterday afternoon. They'd been making snowmen all evening. Your
wife said it was alright for him to stay the night, since you were
at work. I was going to drive him home today."

"That's bull-"

"Take a look. But be careful."

Without taking my eyes off Owen, I slowly
knelt by the mattress and touched the child's head. It felt
familiar. I pulled my hand back.

"Look at him, Paul. Be careful."

I looked down, and all I could hear was that
high pitch.

My son was laying on the mattress, bound,
gagged, and wrapped in C4.

I never thought I'd pray for my own son to be
dead. But he wasn't. He was breathing, gently, so gently.

"I am sorry, Paul."

"Where is your grandson?"

"In the refrigerator."

I closed my eyes and saw the kitchen. "Let my
boy go, Owen. Now."

"I am sorry, Paul."

"Owen. Please." He had told the police that
he strangled his wife and raped the boy. The police had assumed
that the boy was his grandson.

I'm sorry, Paul.

Thinking back, I don't know how I kept my
sanity. I don't know why I didn't lose it, why I didn't leap on him
while he stared down at my son, why I didn't at least try to
take the remote from him, the little button I knew he was going to
press anyway.

Thinking back, I don't know why I didn't do
all those things. I just didn't.

My wife thinks I should have.

Life can be so, so complicated sometimes.

Owen Filks said he was going to give me and
the 'cops outside' two minutes to get out of the blast radius. When
I didn't react, he asked me - so calm, so deathly calm - if I
wanted to die with my son.

Thinking back, I should have said yes.

Thinking back, I should have stayed in the
house.

Owen raised the detonator and began to count,
staring at the holoclock on the wall.

Something crackled in my ear. It was Andrei
Viskow from outside, shouting at me to get out of there, now. Of
course, he had seen and heard everything. They has all seen and
heard everything.

I remember, as I my training took over my
reflexes and I threw myself out on the patio, I remember music from
the house. It was classical, a hundred year-old track called Con
Te Partiro.

I will go with you.

Owen used to play it all the time in his
office. Maybe we should have taken a hint.

Owen kept his word, but we never managed to
get far enough. The explosion caused a power shortage in five
blocks, smashed sixty vehicles parked in the area, injured
forty-seven people, and killed five civilians, three officers, and
a cat.

Thinking back, I don't remember what happened
after the smoke settled. Just noise - so much noise. I don't know
how my wife found out, if Metro called her, or if she saw it on the
news. Thinking back, I don't want to know.

In his blaze of glory, Owen Filks took a lot
more than his house, himself, his wife, his grandson and my
son.

Oh, he took a lot more than that.

After a blurry, infernal month of funerals,
tears, screaming, depression and fighting, my wife had a nervous
breakdown and was committed to Central Cross.

YOU COWARD, IT'S ALL YOUR FAULT!

All that was three years and two months
ago.

YOU LET HIM DIE!

My Metro-appointed shrink - sorry,
Occupational Therapist - worked for a year to cure me of my guilt.
Her name was Bernadette Williams; she had a sweet, gentle, granny
voice full of wholesome words. It is not your fault, Paul. It is
not your fault. Blaming yourself is your way of coping with the
pain.

Three years and -

But you cannot keep doing this to yourself. I
know your wife blames you, but you know that she is no position to
judge clearly. I know it hurts, Paul. That is why you are so angry.
You have much anger in you. But you must let go.

And then: Yes, Paul, cry. Vent your anger.
Let it out. Cry. Shout. Scream. Smash things. Go to the range and
shoot things.

Feeling guilty is your way of dealing with
the pain.

In the end I just agreed because her New Age
mush was making me worse. Yes, Bernadette, it is not my fault.
Guilt is my way of dealing with the pain. I have much anger. I must
vent it. Cry. Shout. Scream. Smash things. Go to the range and
shoot things.

Thank you for showing me the light,
Bernadette. I have much anger in me. I must vent it.

And I did, Bernadette. You won't believe how
I did.

But you are wrong, Bernadette. I don't
feel guilty; I am guilty. My wife is right; I should
have stopped Owen Filks. I should have tried or died trying. I
should have gone up in smoke with my son.

Guilt is not my way of dealing with my pain,
Bernadette; it's my way of responding to what happened. It's my way
of standing on the brink and knowing that, in the end, we can't
control anything.

And Time, he just laughs at us and keeps
going. Never sideways does he deviate, never backwards does he
comfort.

He doesn't have to.

Oh, Bernadette, I cried. I shouted. I
screamed. I smashed things. I went to the range and fired my gun
until I had to send it to Maintenance for repair. But in the end, I
did what people do best: I adapted, Bernadette. I got used to my
tragedy; I got used to my wife in the madhouse, used to my demons
and my ghosts and my harpies.

I adapted, Bernadette. Life grabbed me from
the neck and held me. My wife went crazy; my daughter went to
boarding school; and I, well, I just went back to work and put up
with the pity and commiseration of my colleagues, and worked hard
and kept working hard until they realised that this was how it was
going to be from now on.

Of course, adaptation worked only for one
part of me.

The other part - well, you know what they
say: People don't evolve; they'll just do anything to keep
breathing.

***

There is a little shop on my way home.
Actually, there are several, but this is the one that makes me take
the longest road when I walk back from visiting my wife.

Oh no; don't get me wrong, Faithful Reader. I
am not your cop-lost-it-all-turned-drunk scenario. I can still
shoot bull's-eye with fifteen different weapons, I am top at
Metro's hand-to-hand classes, I have a 20:1 closed:open case ratio,
nine hundred convictions (over four hundred of them as Chief
Inspector) and I've caught three serial killers - two of them
before they qualified for the title. Like everyone else, I just let
my success define me.

It's just that sometimes...

...sometimes, I want to be on PsyTrop
too.

...sometimes, I want to close my eyes and
lean my head on my wife's shoulder and sleep her sleep, and never
wake up.

...sometimes, I see Laura Berks smashed up,
and Patrick Donahue vomits his blood on me.

...sometimes, I see my little boy, bound up
and gagged, and wrapped in fifth-generation C4.

...sometimes I see Owens's thumb on the
detonator, and I can only run away.

I don't drink, because alcohol is not
enough.

The shop's door rings when you open it.

Hello.

The usual.

***

When I get back to my apartment, I lock the
door. I put my little green package on the coffee table, and I
strip naked. I put a bottle of cold water close by, just in
case.

I tell the television to turn on, I see
Andrei babbling about the Berks case, and I order the sound on
MUTE.

Machines will deliver us.

Then my little package is open, and I settle
in for a night of dreams.

***

...In my dream, I'm flying. I'm riding the
wind, and it blows over a dark coast.

Everything is pitch-black, and yet, I can
see. I can see the abysmal waters of the sea, swelling in the
coming storm. I can see the waves breaking on glistening rocks.

I can see the tiny red light in the distance
and the shadow leaning over it.

It's him.

I fly closer and closer and the red light
becomes a fire, and the fire's flames dance like crazy in the
wind.

When I'm close enough, he turns to me.

"Why do you come here?"

I say I don't know. I don't want to be
here.

"Are you afraid?"

I say yes.

"Then why did you come back?"

I say something brought me here. Something
led me here.

Someone.

"You know what this place is?"

I say no.

"This is where you throw away what you don't
want. The part of you that you don't want, you throw it away
here."

I say how long have you been here?

"You ought to know, Paul. You left me
here."

I say I don't remember that.

"Seven months ago. After you came back."

I say I don't remember that.

"Of course not. You've been coming here again
and again, and sometimes we talk and sometimes we don't. And you
always leave alone, and you leave me behind. But not this time.
This time, I called you."

Paul?

I say what.

"I'm coming back with you."

 





 


Eleven - Good
Tuesday

Bobby is banging on my office door, 2094 or
not. He's excited, flustered, and I wonder if it's work or his date
with Rania Metcalf last night. By the time I wave him in, he's
already closing the door behind him.

"'Morning, Bobby. What's up?"

"Did you watch the news last night?"

"No."

"Really?"

"Yeah, I was, uh, busy."

Bobby's round face registers mild surprise, a
hint of awkward comprehension, and finally a shade of
embarrassment.

Bobby knows.

"Well, you didn't miss much. Andrei gave the
usual media bull-"

"You mean General Chief Inspector Andrei
Viskow? Your boss?"

He goes slightly red. He always does when I
draw lines. "Yeah, okay. Sorry."

"Go on."

"Well, the General Chief mentioned something
that got me thinking."

"I thought you were going on a date."

He grins. "That's another story. Tell you
later." Oh, the girlie gossips. "So, Chief Viskow said something
about the Berks report, and I'm surprised that I didn't notice
before, but I guess with all the fuss on the case and Patrick
Donahue turning up..."

I know what he's going to tell me, but I let
him anyway. I am a Homicide Chief Inspector. Bobby is not.

Besides, I was wondering about it myself.

"Laura Berks worked for the GCMRD too, but in
Genetics."

From the way his cheeks set, I realise that I
forgot to feign surprise.

"You already knew, didn't you?"

"Well - sorry. Andrei told me yesterday. But
hey - I hadn't noticed either. Weird, huh? Coffee? I'm having
some."

Bobby smiles, looks down, and shakes his
head. "You know, I'm trying."

"Shut up. You're my best and you know it.
Now, tell me something: Did you read the entire report on Laura
Berks when it came in?"

"I always do."

"What time was that?"

"Let's see... Right after we got back from
the Berks condo, I got the first e-copy -"

"Aha. Wait. You didn't get a locked
copy, did you?"

"Of course not. Things were still fresh.
Crime scene reports are never locked so early. There's still stuff
to be added, eye-witnesses, bio updates, not to mention the
autopsies and -"

"Sure, sure. But when you saw the report, you
didn't see the victim's occupation. I know you didn't; you're very
careful with these things."

Gentle pride from Bobby. I am such a manger
sometimes.

"No, I guess I didn't. What's your
point?"

"How long would it take to get the victim's
occupation on the report?"

Now his face brightens. It's the Sherlock
Holms game.

"Not long. It should have been entered as
soon as her name was fed into the database."

This is 2094, after all. Even Big
Brother has his uses.

I fold my fingers. "But when I reported to
Andrei, that piece of information wasn't there."

"You sure?"

"Yes. It's the first thing I would have
looked at for clues. In fact, I don't know how I missed it. Anyway,
after I interviewed Donahue, Andrei asked me about Laura Berks'
job, and I didn't know. But he did. Which means that the victim's
occupation was added later on. So here's the question: Why would a
simple piece of information like that take so long to appear on the
report?"

"Because, both Berks and Donahue worked for
the GCMRD."

"Ah. Ah. Let us not jump to conclusions."

"But that's a good conclusion, Paul. I
mean, why are we having this conversation? A GCMRD employee kills
another GCMRD employee, and then kills himself. Two less GCMRD
employees; GCMRD is not happy with the bad publicity, and fiddles
with our database - which is illegal, by the way - and delays Laura
Berks' occupation entry until the people concerned decide what to
do."

"You are truly a connoisseur."

"Hey. Lay off, old man."

"No, really. If it were up to me, I'd promote
you on the spot."

Bobby stares at me for a while, not sure how
to take this. "Alright. What are we saying here?"

I lean back on my chair to add some weight to
the drama. "I'm not sure yet. But I have this nagging feeling that
we might have been a bit hasty with this."

"So what? Paul, it's the GCMRD. You go
looking for conspiracies with these guys, you don't end up
well."

"Are you asking me to drop the case?" This
makes Bobby uncomfortable. He leans forward on his chair, and
lowers his voice, although my office is so soundproof that he could
shoot me and my secretary outside wouldn't even notice.

What a comforting thought.

Bobby whispers. "Why did Donahue say you
killed Laura Berks?"

***

At some point in their lives, everyone wishes
that they could travel back in time and change things. I think that
this was one of those moments - the moment where, in a parallel
universe, I said something like: "Never mind, Bobby. You're right -
let's drop it."

A parallel universe, where Patrick Donahue
PhD was truly insane, and his actions had no rational standing.

A parallel universe, where his words in the
interrogation room where nothing more than poison-induced
babble.

A parallel universe, where I had not walked
back home the night before, and I had not suddenly realised that he
was right.

It was her file photograph. It hit me like a
little epiphany. Maybe it was that weird dream I had.

A parallel universe, where I didn't kill
Laura Berks last year on my birthday.

***

Wide eyes, and when Bobby leans back, his
hands shake a little. "You're joking."

"I wish I was. Now do you see?"

"But... but she was dead, Paul. How would...
why would she...?"

"You said it yourself, Bobby. It's the
GCMRD."

We're both silent for a while; I've spent
some time with this, but I need to give him some.

Finally, he asks the inevitable. "What do you
want to do?"

"I have to think about it. For the moment,
let's keep the Berks case and our mouths under tight control."

He nods, staring at a point next to my coffee
mug.

"Bobby?"

He blinks. "Huh?"

"How was your date?"

A wave of transformation passes over his
face, from worry to recollection, and then to weary pleasure.

I've spoiled his mood. And he was having such
a good day. He had this whole narrative prepared, and now the
magic's gone.

That's real homicide.

"It was good. She's really, uh, an
interesting lady."

"'Interesting'?"

"We're going out again tonight."

"You must've made quite an impression."

"If you must know, I was a real
gentleman."

"Do tell."

"Five-star restaurant, expensive French wine,
chocolate desserts."

"The foundations of true love. Don't ask me
for a raise next week."

"And I made her laugh." His eyes go a
little dreamy here. "She has a great laugh, you know... crystal
clear. Hard to imagine, seeing her at work."

"We all have another side to ourselves... did
you just say crystal?"

"No."

"She say anything about Donahue?"

"We started with that. You know, day-at-work,
common ground. But it didn't exactly whet our appetite."

"For what?"

He tilts his head. "Look, I left her at her
door."

"Goodnight kiss?"

"Sure, dad. And I started shaving too."

"Okay, okay. Some of us don't lead exciting
lives, you know. We have to feed on others'."

"That's what gossip's for." He starts to
stand, then sits back down. I know what he's thinking. "How is she
doing?"

I shrug. "Same. Worse. I don't know."

He nods fast, relieved that I eased him into
the subject. Sometimes I cut him off ugly. "Was she quiet?"

"No - not yesterday. She screamed again."

"As if you hadn't had enough from
Donahue."

"Donahue was just noise."

"We'll see." And then: "I'm sorry, Paul."

"Yeah, well, so am I. I'll say hello next
time, alright?"

Bobby looks at me for a while, and shakes his
head. I just drink some coffee. My SmartMug has kept it as warm and
fresh as when I poured it thirty-two minutes ago.

I give in. "What?"

"What are you doing, Paul?"

I actually look away. I look away from Bobby
Mallow. "Drop it."

"You want me to?"

"You're not my therapist."

"No, but I'm your friend. And I'm beginning
to feel that I am your only friend too."

He's right, you know. The "Friends/Family"
section in my phone bill last month was blank. "Robert J. Mallow"
appeared twenty-seven times in the "Work/Colleagues" section.

Just drop it, Bobby.

"How long has it been, Paul?"

"Bobby..."

"Some three years now. Personally, I'm
surprised you're still alive."

"So am I. Look, we've been through this
before -"

"- and you hole-up every time."

"Are we gonna have a moment here? Should I
fetch my diary?"

"I'm just trying to help, Paul."

I swirl my coffee until I spill some. "I
don't want your help. I didn't ask for help."

"What do you want, Paul?"

"Get out of here. You have work to do."

He does get up, but he knows me well enough
not to head for the door yet. "What do you want, Paul?"

Oh, we've done this so many times before. But
this time it's different. Maybe it's Laura Berks. Maybe it's that
you can only pile up so much. Maybe it's that pain has an expiry
date.

Maybe it's everything dies.

It's something. It's something because this
time I actually answer.

I want my son back, Bobby.

I want my life back.

I want my wife to wake up and be the woman I
loved again.

I want my daughter to call me.

I want to sleep without nightmares.

I want to dream without little green
packages.

I want to turn time back, Bobby.

Can you give me that? Of course you can't.
And all I have, Bobby, is everyday routine: Chasing killers and
holding my wife down while a nurse straps her down. And what that
costs is little green packages, and nightmares, and keeping my mind
busy.

Go ahead, Bobby. Tell me that I have to move
on with my life.

I couldn't agree more.

Except, move on where? I lost sight of the
Guiding Hand a long time ago, Bobby. Lost sight of it in the
smouldering ruins of Owen Filks' house.

You know the last sane thing my wife ever
told me? The last thing she said to me before they locked her
up?

You should have stayed in the house, you
coward.

I should have stayed in the house.

 





 


Twelve - Breathing down the
line

Bobby has barely slammed the door behind him
when my holoscreen blinks with an incoming call.

I breathe out, hard. All said, I love my job,
but sometimes I really have to kick myself to get anything
done.

The secret, I find, is to simply do
without waiting to want. Volition is a luxury.

I press the button. "Blake."

Nothing.

"This is Inspector Paul Blake. Who's
calling?"

And silence again.

I look at the screen. Normally, it should
register the caller's ID, trace the call, and stand by to record.
But now it stares at me empty, almost dumbfounded itself, with a
tiny message blinking in the top left corner:

"CALLER UNIDENTIFIED. TRACE BLOCKED. CODE SIX
- DIAL FOR ENCRYPTION"...

... and I stare back, empty as well. It takes
me a while to realise what I'm seeing.

Now, I could go to lengths to explain that
anyone - anyone - able to block a trace from the Metro
Communications Control should be handled with suspicion and utmost
caution. Nine times out of ten, it would be a terrorist call. And
one time out of ten, it would be an extremely sophisticated crime
organisation. But that being said, I doubt that in twenty-two years
I have witnessed ten such calls. They simply do not happen.

But this is not a terrorist call. Actually, I
wish it was. Because then I'd know what to do; there would be a
protocol to follow.

This one has Those Two Words:

CODE SIX.

My hands move before my brain does. The
computer does most of the work - all I have to do is tell it to
dial, and then gulp as much coffee as I can to jolt my thoughts
into action. I achieve this by burning my mouth - my SmartMug sure
works.

Thoughts. And there are so many. I'm not
Chief Inspector for nothing.

Code Six.

I can almost feel the automated Coms Control
on the 8th floor going crazy, activating some obscure
recording protocol, inactivating virtual parameters and directives
that apply to normal incoming calls, and redirecting the lines
according to regulations that have been collecting dust on some
cyberspace shelf.

Code Six.

Code Six.

Code Six is the GCMRD's base in the City. It
says so on my holoscreen, but I would have known anyway.

Gods and monsters.

"CONNECTION ESTABLISHED. SECTION 3/CLASSIFIED
- RECORDINGS BARRED."

Here we go.

"Uh - this is Chief Inspector Paul Blake with
the Metropolitan Homicide Department. Who am I speaking to?"

Letters run across the screen. Whoever's on
the other side doesn't feel like talking. "LAURA BERKS DOES NOT
EXIST."

Oh, man. "Excuse me?"

"YOU KILLED HER LAST YEAR".

"Who am I speaking to?"

"DO YOU REALLY WANT TO KNOW?"

"Yes... actually, no. Never mind. What can I
do for you?"

"WRONG QUESTION."

I stare at the screen, waiting for more, but
more does not appear. "Um. Why does Laura Berks - "

"WRONG QUESTION".

"Look pal... sir... I'd like to help you, but
I don't have time for games."

"BUT YOU'VE BEEN PLAYING FOR YEARS,
PAUL."

Again, my first name. I hate that. Paul the
friend; Paul the chump; Paul the victim.

"Alright. What do you want?"

"WRONG QUESTION."

I wish the screen was not a hologram. Then I
could smash it. But seeing as I can't, I do some thinking
instead.

Of course.

"What can you do for me?"

"NOW WE'RE PLAYING. I CAN GIVE YOU SOMETHING,
PAUL. SOMETHING YOU WANT."

For a moment, I don't say anything.
Fortunately, my hand is still thinking. It dives inside my drawer
and pulls out my camera. I will only have one chance at this.

"PAUL?"

"I'm list- reading. I'm with you."

"I WANT TO SHOW YOU, PAUL. SHOW YOU THE
WAY."

"The way to what?"

"HESTERNI SUMUS. COME TO ME."

"Where -"

"YOU KNOW WHERE."

Code Six. The GCMRD. "Who am I looking
for?"

The cursor blinks.

"Are you there?"

The cursor blinks.

"Sir, I need a name."

And then the cursor moves:

"LAZARUS."

I snap the picture a split second before the
screen goes blank.

 





 


Thirteen -
Intermission

Now I have to think.

Safely stored away in my camera is a
high-resolution photograph of my holoscreen, containing half a
conversation with a ghostly character calling from the most
powerful institution in the galaxy.

The other half of the conversation, the
spoken part, is unsafely stored away in my head.

This conversation was not sanctioned by the
GCMRD; that much is clear. There is no telling what would happen if
the photograph fell into the wrong hands - which mostly means
theirs.

Take a sip of coffee, Paul. Gather your
thoughts. The photograph is the least of your concerns.

What should be your concern, is Laura
Berks.

I lean back and my chair creaks uneasily.

I close my eyes, but I know what's
coming.

Laura Berks.

Laura, Laura.

Of course, you know her as Philippa
Bergen.

Don't you, Paul?

And you killed her, last year, on your
birthday. That's what you clicked on last night, when you
remembered where you'd seen Laura's photograph before. Same face,
different name.

Those little green packages work miracles
sometimes.

Or maybe it's the dreams.

Now, here's the problem: Philippa Bergen was
supposed to be dead and buried. And yet she re-appeared as Laura
Berks, GCMRD Genetics researcher with an expensive condo and, as of
Sunday night, a blood-spattered bedroom.

Killed by Patrick Donahue, PhD.

Who proceeded to kill himself.

What is there to think about, Paul? You have
the questions. COME TO ME has the answers. You've been
summoned.

Before I leave my office, I wonder if I
should take Bobby with me. After all, I did tell him about Philippa
Bergen. But in the end I decide against it for two reasons: First,
I don't know where all this is going, but I doubt Bobby 'll ever
thank me for the ride. And second, it's lunch time and I can see
him through the glass, heading for the cafeteria with Rania
Metcalf.

They make a lovely couple.

 





 


Fourteen - Human
substitute

The Global Committee for Military Research
and Development, or GCMRD to its friends, was founded in 2059,
after the sudden boom of interstellar travel that took us from a
dying Earth and sent us to the far reaches of the Milky Way. The
"Global" part was by no means restricted to Earth; neither were the
other terms restricted to their primary definitions. Today, the
GCMRD is no longer just a committee; it is a colossal corporation
with its hand in every aspect of science and technology. It no
longer serves the Global Armed Forces; it practically runs
them.

At least its Research and Development
retained their original purpose: War. Any benefits that mankind has
reaped from the GCMRD's projects - from space travelling and
extraterrestrial mining to the R-Bin and SmartMugs - are collateral
side-effects of scary things like Sentinoid armies and
micronukes.

...micronukes...

Sometimes, the value that the GCMRD adds to
the human venture is purely experimental. It is a commonly-shared
secret that the GCMRD has quietly tested several of its inventions
on the unsuspecting public. In 2063, only four years after the
GCMRD was founded, an entire planetary colony was quarantined after
an outbreak caused by a new strain of the obsolete Ebola virus.
Guess who monitored the quarantine.

In 2068, an anti-depressant was taken off the
market, because it was found to cause extremely violent behaviour.
Europe, China and Northern Mars proceeded to sue the drug
developing company, who turned out to be a GCMRD contractor.
Naturally, they denied any direct involvement with the drug itself,
claiming that it had hired the company for "different purposes".
When the court ordered an investigation into the manufacturer's
archives, an unfortunate accident destroyed the company's site,
killing over five hundred employees in the process. Citing lack of
evidence, the court threw the case out.

And these are just the tip of the iceberg.
The GCMRD is big - too big to be concerned with petty things like
governments and public opinion. Why? Because it has become such an
integral part of our lives across the galaxy, that to attack it
would mean global suicide. Chaos. Anarchy - and not the good kind.
No, the GCMRD is like a sewer: It stinks up the place, but you
can't do without it.

That's what I'm thinking about as my car
drives itself south on Central Avenue. There isn't much traffic -
most people are either on lunch break or Easter holiday.

Which reminds me...

I activate my phone and dial my daughter's
personal number. I have enough time before a get to where I'm
going.

***

My daughter is seventeen. She lives in
college accommodation on the other side of the City - compared to
where I live, that is - working through her final year of college.
She's going to university next year, to study oceanography and
marine biology. She's always had a passion for the sea and she'll
probably have no trouble getting a job afterwards, what with all
the underwater habitats being developed across the galaxy.

Then again, I suspect that there is another
reason.

Our planet has no sea, so working in it is my
daughter's ticket out of here. And I don't blame her. She needs to
get on with her life.

She doesn't exactly have many reasons to stay
in the Bubble.

Least of all, me.

They grow up so fast.

***

"Hello?"

"Hi, honey. It's me."

A pause. "Hi, Paul." She never calls me Dad.
Not since my birthday last year.

"How are you doing? No classes today?"

"I'm on lunch break."

"Right. Look, I was thinking..."

"Yeah?"

"... well, I'm on my way towards your part of
the woods, and I thought maybe we could get together. Have lunch or
something." I can see her campus coming up in the distance. COME TO
ME can wait for an hour.

"Don't know, Paul. I'm with some friends
right now."

"Hey, it's okay... my fault, I just threw it
at you last moment."

"Yeah."

I look outside the car's window. "So... have
any plans for Easter?"

"Kinda... look, this is a bad time. I'm
meeting Jack for lunch, and I need to get going."

"Jack? You guys still together?"

"Yeah. Can we talk later?"

"Sure, honey. Tonight alright with you?"

"Tonight."

"After eight?"

"Okay."

"Okay, I'll let you go. Love you."

"Bye, Paul."

She hangs up before I do.

As the car passes the campus, I disengage the
Intellidrive and take the wheel.

I can use a diversion.

***

The GCMRD base is gigantic. It sits at the
southeast of the City, attached to the periphery of the bubble, and
takes up almost three per cent of the City's ground surface. As I
approach the main gate, the driving systems of my car are
overridden, and it stops smoothly. A face stoops at my window, with
a big, plastic smile underneath the trademark blue-green eyes. Its
voice comes through my car's audio system.

"Good afternoon, Chief Inspector Paul Blake",
the Sentinoid says in a calm monotone, and I know that my ID has
already been scanned.

"Hi." I hate talking to these things. They
look so real.

"Can I ask you to state your destination and
purpose of visit please?"

"Police investigation. Code five-seven". Code
57 is Exemption from Information Divulgence - it's a way of telling
the Sentinoid to shut up and mind its own business.

"Very well, sir. You will be directed to Main
Reception. For your own safety, your vehicle's doors will be
locked. Please keep your seatbelt on at all times."

My car sets off at a cruising speed of 30 mph
and I take in the scenery. As if to underscore its sinister
activities, the GCMRD aims to put visitors at ease. This it
accomplishes by designing its sites to include forested areas,
water streams, permanent good weather and the occasional squirrel
and/or bunny rabbit hopping across the grass.

Rumours that the plants are genetically
engineered and that the animals are surveillance droids have been,
of course, fervently denied.

Every hundred meters or so, patrolling
Sentinoids stop and look at my car with their bland expressions,
while they pass my data along the central network.

Saves on introductions.

My car stops in front of the main building, a
looming 800-storey skyscraper. I hear that the top floor is up so
high that it actually touches the crystal dome.

The car's doors open, I step out, and the car
drives itself away for parking.

At the building's entrance, another Sentinoid
approaches me. I haven't seen a human being yet.

"Good afternoon, Inspector Blake. May I have
your weapon, please?"

"No."

"I am sorry, Inspector. According to article
17, paragraph 3 for the Secur-"

"I know the regulations, thank you. I am here
on a code 57."

"Article 17 overrides that, sir. And may I
add that -"

"Alright - here." I toss the Sentinoid my
piece, and walk past him. Never try to split hairs with a
computer.

Machines will deliver us from
interaction.

The receptionist is particularly pretty -
high cheekbones, big almond eyes, straight blond hair. Someone took
pride in his work. Someone lonely.

She looks up, the same bland expression, the
same clammy monotone.

"Good afternoon, Inspector. How can I help
you?"

The good thing with Sentinoids is that they
render pleasantries useless. Lack of politeness establishes who's
human and who's not.

A girl this pretty would normally command
some attempt to charm on my behalf. But not a machine.

"I'm looking for someone."

"Certainly. May I have the name of -"

"Lazarus."

"Excuse me?"

Louder. "Lazarus. Does that name mean
anything to you?"

She taps her holoscreen. "I'm sorry, sir. I
have no-one with that name on site."

No kidding. "Is there someone else I can talk
to?"

"What would you like to talk about?"

"Ongoing GCMRD projects."

"I am afraid that you will need a warrant for
that, sir."

"Right, right... How about employees?"

"Employees?"

"Who can I talk to about GCMRD
employees?"

"Human Resources." She presses a button on
the holoscreen. "Is it a specific employee you would like to talk
about?"

"Yes... two of them, actually."

"May I have their names, please?"

Should I, should I not? "Laura Berks and
Patrick Donahue."

No reaction. Good Sentinoid. I half-expected
goons to appear from nowhere and grab me.

The receptionist taps her holoscreen, and
speaks quietly into her headset. Above her, the holoclock shows
13:21.

"Inspector Blake?"

"What."

"May I ask why you would like to speak about
Dr Berks and Dr Donahue?"

"They're dead."

"Thank you. If you take the elevator to the
Floor 116, there will be someone waiting for you."

"One-one-six. Got it." No need for
thanks.

Before I turn away, she taps her screen
again, and I notice something wrapped around her middle finger.

It's a bandage. She cut herself.

Robots don't bleed.

Some detective I am.

I head for the elevator doors, my ears a
pretty red.

***

Victor Poppleton, stout and round, Senior
GCMRD Project Manager, waves his hands and shakes his head. "No,
no, no." He's a perfect contrast to the lean, serene Sentinoids
around us.

"No. That, Inspector, is impossible. In fact,
it's classified."

"I understand that, sir. But two of your
people are dead, and it is my obligation under the law to
investigate their deaths."

"I don't see how that has anything to do with
what you're asking."

"That's why I am the cop."

"Spare me the wit, Inspector."

"Sorry. But I still need to know, Dr
Poppleton. What were Laura Berks and Patrick Donahue working
on?"

"Correct me if I am wrong, Inspector, but
last night Metro announced the case closed."

I never actually caught Andrei's press
conference.

"Dr Poppleton. You know as well as I that
such statements are simply smoke for the media. Need I remind you
that the GCMRD and Metro have a long history of, let us say, mutual
understanding? Or would you have preferred we announced that the
case is still under investigation and that we expect the GCMRD's
full cooperation? Where do you think the cameras would turn
then?"

"You forget who you're talking about,
Inspector. We -"

We.

" - have never been concerned about the
media." He smirks. "We own the media."

I sigh - not just because what he says is
true, but also because I'm about to gamble.

"Very well, sir. I suggest you watch the news
tonight." And I turn to leave, cool as a cucumber.

One step, two steps, three steps.

He's calling my bluff.

Four steps, five steps, six steps and the
door opens.

"Mr Blake."

I'll breathe later. "Yes?"

"Can you keep your mouth shut?"

"Can you open yours?"

"Come. I'll show you."

 





 


Fifteen - Human
Xerox

Victor Poppleton leads and I follow him
through labs full of Sentinoids, all in the same grey uniforms, all
in the same white coats, all so human that I can't tell them from
the real thing anymore.

Which, of course, is the point.

I wonder if the time will come when all
workers will be replaced by Sentinoids - cheaper to maintain, no
personal lives, no emotional or ethical obstacles.

The perfect employees.

I wonder if a Sentinoid could do my job.

Victor is speaking.

"...genetic engineering. The GCMRD is
dedicated to pushing the boundaries of science, Mr Blake, to
achieve the unimaginable and work miracles".

"I'm not a tourist, Dr Poppleton."

"That's unfair."

"I didn't know you used that word around
here."

Victor spins around to face me. He's a foot
shorter.

"There are many like you, Inspector. The
prejudiced and ignorant who can't - who won't see beyond
their noses. The GCMRD was created to overcome such obstacles, and
actually use science for the benefit of mankind."

"Really. And I thought just you made
bombs."

"Among other things."

"So - these obstacles you mentioned. Does
that include people too?"

"Sometimes."

"And how does the GCMRD overcome
that?"

He turns and starts walking again. "By
circumvention."

"You mean elimination."

"We are pioneers, Inspector, not
murderers."

"A rose by any other name -"

"- but we only have its name. And roses are
very fitting, Mr Blake - more than you can imagine. In here."

He steers me through an entrance, and I
barely read the sign:

CLASSIFIED - AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY.

And the door shuts behind us.

***

Victor Poppleton doesn't have to say much,
and he knows it. We stand at the top of the stairs and look down at
the huge lab.

It's a long hall, nearly five hundred meters
in length. It's quiet and dimly lit, with some twenty Sentinoids
walking about in their nirvana, adjusting equipment, making
reagents, checking samples.

On each side of the room, there are lines of
transparent vats, some big enough to fit a man. They are filled
with a murky yellowish fluid, and I can make out things suspended
inside.

Living things.

I wondered why Victor didn't put up more of a
fight when I asked to see Donahue's project. Actually, I didn't
expect him to fall for my media extortion at all. In fact, I felt
that he was waiting for me to give him a reason to let me in.

COME TO ME.

I don't know why, but my hands squeeze the
railing. Something biblical escapes my lips, and Victor laughs.
Religious beliefs of any kind are a sure fail for any GCMRD
applicant.

Victor heads down the stairs. "God is right
here, Mr Blake."

***

In fifth grade, we went through the theory of
Evolution. Mrs Chester, our Science teacher, talked about
mind-boggling timescales, about catastrophic events and about the
boiling Earth, filled with molecules that turned into amoebas that
turned into prokarya that turned into bacteria that turned into
eukarya that turned into multicellular organisms that turned into
fish that turned into amphibians that turned into reptiles that
turned into dinosaurs that turned into mammals that turned into
humans that turned into us.

And Jenny Parsons, the freckled daughter of
our local church minister, raised her hand.

"Yes, Jenny?"

"Mrs Chester, why did God take so long?"

I find that the 'G' word provokes various
reactions in people. Mrs Chester's was to turn red.

"Excuse me?"

"I don't understand why God would take
millions of years to make things."

Now, watch this: Mrs Chester is caught right
in the sharp middle of a three century-long raging debate that
started when a Englishman called Charlie realised that the world is
a jungle.

Mrs Chester tries to summarise. "Jenny,
scientists know that it took all this time for life to evolve."

"Maybe they are wrong."

"Scientists are not wrong."

Jenny persists. "But the Bible says that God
made the world in six days."

And here we go.

"Well, maybe the Bible is wrong."

I'll never forget Jenny's face. And I'll
never forget Mrs Chester's face. This was the kind of stuff that
costs something. And it would either cost Jenny her faith or Mrs
Chester her job.

Scientists are not wrong.

An axiom to live by.

Here's another one: Fear him who speaks of
scientists, but not of science.

***

"Our scientists began with roses."

I'm looking inside a glass vat, full of
blossoming red roses. On the other side, Victor looks
distorted.

"Why?"

"It was Dr Donahue, actually. He had just
synthesised the Vita and wanted to try it on a relatively simple
organism."

"The Vita?"

"The yellow fluid in the tubes. The name
comes from aqua vita, Latin for "living water". Dr Donahue
was quite the scholar. And a philosopher, I might add."

"Didn't exactly sound like Marcus Aurelius
yesterday."

"Ah, yes. We heard about that."

"I'm not surprised."

"We're sorry about your suit. You know, you
are eligible for compensation."

"Excuse me?"

"It's GCMRD policy. You suffered material
damage through our fault. I can help you fill out a form. The money
will be transferred immediately to your account."

"You're kidding."

"Not at all. We take such matters quite
seriously."

For a second, I wonder if Victor is also a
Sentinoid.

He smiles.

No - Sentinoids don't wear glasses, and
they're not chubby. The extra material would be an unnecessary
expense.

"Thank you, Dr Poppleton, but Metro covers
all work-related expenses. Now, back to Dr Donahue..."

"Of course. After his success with the roses,
Patrick tried other plants, and then moved on to reptiles. In
fact..." He turns and scans the line of tubes by the wall.
"...there. That python will be ready this evening."

The snake sits at the bottom of the vat,
spiralled in thick coils. It looks like one of Mrs Chester's
pickled specimens.

I'm itching to ask about the Vita, but it's
really time for some cop work.

"Mr Poppleton, can you describe the
relationship between Laura Berks and Dr Donahue?"

"You mean their working relationship?"

"Was there another kind?"

"You might say so."

"Did they work together?"

"Not technically."

"Can you give me an answer that makes
sense?"

Victor spreads his arms like Moses parting
the Red Sea. "Mr Blake. Look around you. Perhaps you don't realise
it, but you are the first non-GCMRD individual to see this."

"I'm honoured. Now -"

He frowns and his arms drop. Then his face
clears with some kind of realisation. "You really don't know, do
you? Of all people... but memories have always been glitchy."

"What are you talking about?"

Victor stares at me for a long time before he
answers, as if he's having an internal debate.

I wait, and the jury returns.

"Mr Blake. What I am about to tell you is
highly classified. In this time and place, I think you understand
the implications of such a statement."

Open your mouth and we'll shut it for
you is what he's saying. "I'm all ears."

"Good. In the mid 80's, the Committee began
working on a medical project. We were supposed to develop a means
to speed up wound healing, even in cases of serious injury."

I nod. "Such as occurs in battle."

He nods back. "Yes. The research was for the
Global Army. Now, as often happens in research, we stumbled upon
something that took the project in an entirely different
direction." The snake tube gurgles, and he turns to look at it.

"The suspense is killing me."

"Hmm? Oh. While testing out early batches of
the Vita, we came across a subject with a serious lung wound.
Unfortunately the subject died during the early stages of the
treatment."

"Go on."

"At the time, we've had subjects succumb to
their wounds before being treated in the Vita, but this one
was the first to die during it. Quite a mess, really...
Anyway, we were about to discard it, when its heart rate suddenly
picked up again." He stops again, and stares at me with
enthusiastic expectation.

I must have missed the joke. "And...?"

Victor huffs. "It recovered! It survived!
Don't you see?"

Oh. "Dr Poppleton, are we talking about a
person here?"

"Of course."

"Right. So, what you're telling me is that
your wounded man came back to life. Well, I'm sorry I don't share
your enthusiasm, but any ER doctor will have hundreds of such
stories to tell you."

He laughs. "Not like this one, I assure
you."

"And what makes this case so unique?"

"The timeframe. Emergency room
'resurrections' happen minutes, maybe hours after death."

"How long did this one take?"

"Three days."

I know my face must have changed something
because Victor grins. "Now do you see?"

I have to clear my throat before I speak.
"Your man was dead for three days?"

"Yes."

"And you brought him back?"

"No. He came back. It's very
different."

I shake my head, but it doesn't help. "Dr
Poppleton. Not to dampen your spirits, but there are people out
there who have come back from comas - vegetative states, clinical
death - after years. Then you have cases of necrophania - you know,
people buried alive -"

Victor snorts. "Comas, necrophania. They're
still alive."

"Technically."

"Well, our man was technically dead,
Mr Blake. No supportive machinery, no praying relatives. He had a
gashing lung."

"It happens. People appear dead and then come
back."

"His lung was intact."

"His - what?"

"You're not listening to me. His lung tissue
regenerated - after three days. I mean, that's what we were
planning to do originally..."

"Wait a minute. His wound healed too?"

"That's what I said. We were as shocked as
you then. But this is ancient history now. It doesn't matter if he
was technically alive or as dead as religion. What matters is that
we were able to do it again."

"You brought more people back?"

Victor gives me that puzzled look again.
"That's when we hit a snag", he says slowly. "See, after that first
success, Patrick Donahue started having, ah, moral issues. I don't
blame him, really - he had signed up to prevent death, not reverse
it."

"I wouldn't think that any of your employees
would have such concerns."

"There we go again, the tabloid stereotype:
GCMRD - today's Antichrist."

"So what happened to Donahue?"

"We fired him."

"Just like that."

"We were on the brink of discovery,
Inspector. This is what the GCMRD was made for. We can't allow
philosophical debris to get in the way."

"You brought a man back from the dead, Dr
Poppleton. That debris is there for a reason."

"We are an intellectual species, Mr Blake. We
hold our own destiny. That's the GCMRD philosophy. Natural
selection favours those who adapt. Those who do not, perish."

"And you can bring them back."

"That's why God is in here."

For some reason, I think of Mary Shelley's
Frankenstein. "Look. I didn't come here for a debate. I came
here to ask about Patrick Donahue."

"This is about Patrick Donahue. He
invented the Vita."

"And you fired him."

"Initially. But after some internal
discussion, we decided to re-hire him."

I'm feeling dizzy. "No more moral
issues?"

"Oh no. That sort of miracle is
rare."

"So why?"

"We were having problems with LAZARUS."

"Who?"

"The project's name. We codenamed it LAZARUS.
Like the man -"

"- that Jesus brought back from the dead. I
get it. What problems did LAZARUS have?"

"We couldn't repeat our original
success."

"In my experience, dead people tend to stay
dead."

"We knew that we needed Dr Donahue's
expertise. It seemed that the first resurrection was partly due to
luck."

"So you didn't bring him back from the
dead."

He sighs, exasperated. "I told you: He
came back. This is really fringe biology, Inspector. We
didn't know exactly how it happened, and Patrick was the only one
who could figure it out."

"So you could keep doing it. Did Donahue
accept the offer to return? Did you even make him an offer, or did
you just put a gun to his head?"

Victor tilts his head and gives me the eye.
"Patrick was a good friend. Yes - we encourage friendship inside
these walls of horror. Even if they end up in murder."

If they could, my ears would prick up. "Are
you talking about Laura Berks?"

Victor looks me straight in the eye and jabs
a finger at me. "Now, I think you know her by another name."

Here we go. "Philippa Bergen."

Victor grins. "You don't disappoint,
Inspector. Yes - Philippa Bergen. That was her name when you shot
her dead at the Space Port last year. But you'll be surprised to
know that that wasn't her real name either."

"Oh?"

"No. Her real name was actually Catherine
Giovanni, a senior scientist with our Genetics department. We
changed her name to Philippa Bergen when she ran away. A necessary
media diversion."

"Catherine Giovanni. Did she work on the
LAZARUS project?"

"No. She headed - and spearheaded - one of
our oldest projects."

"World domination?"

"Human cloning. Quite successfully too."

"You guys read a lot of science fiction,
don't you?"

"I'm serious, Mr Blake."

"Well, if you're bringing folks back from the
dead, you might as well copy them."

"LAZARUS is certainly our most
ground-breaking work yet. But our recent success in mammalian
cloning is not far behind."

"Didn't they do that a hundred years ago?
With that sheep in, uh, Scotland? It had a name..."

"Dolly. Unfortunately, she was not stable.
She died of ageing."

"Don't we all."

"Premature ageing, Mr Blake. Problems with
the telomeres. Our cloning method is far superior... but back to
Catherine. Dr Donahue agreed to continue work on LAZARUS, but only
under one condition: That he wouldn't work on humans."

"I think I see where this is going."

"Exactly. Patrick continued his Vita work on
human clones. And that's how Catherine Giovanni got involved in
LAZARUS."

"You said she didn't work on it."

"She didn't. Her human clones did. She
produced the human clones that Patrick could work on for the
LAZARUS project."

"Who did she clone?"

He shrugs. "Herself. It's not that hard,
really. Once you've got your techniques and methods down, it's just
a matter of production."

"You mass-produce humans?"

"Oh, no. We're not that good yet. I said that
our clones are almost impeccable. See, human cloning was
abandoned in the late 30's. It became too hot for the politicians,
and the sudden space-travel boom absorbed most of the research
funds. It was only when the GCMRD was founded that human cloning
got back on track. And, trust me, we still have a lot of work to
do."

"Especially with Laura... Philippa...
Catherine dead."

Victor nods. "Human cloning is nowhere near
as complicated as LAZARUS. Catherine left some worthy successors
behind. The real loss here is Patrick Donahue. Besides, you
killed Catherine."

"Right. So who did Donahue kill?"

"Laura Berks, apparently." For a quick
moment, Victor looks like he's having fun.

"Laura Berks was a clone of Catherine
Giovanni?"

He grins. "Guess again, Inspector."

Oh, man. "He brought her back after I shot
her."

What big teeth you have, Grandma. "Yes. When
Catherine's body arrived, Patrick Donahue willingly brought her
back to life. They were more than friends, you see."

I close my eyes trying to make sense of it
all. "Catherine Giovanni ran away. You announced her name as
Philippa Bergen, and had us hunt her down. Last year, September 14.
I remember."

"You're getting there."

"I shot her dead. You brought her back here,
Donahue dunked her into that Vita liquid, and he brought her back
to life."

"She came back. It's diff-"

"Whatever. So then what?"

"We had another internal discussion, and
Catherine agreed to change her name to Laura Berks, and continue
her work with the GCMRD. It was that or severe disciplinary
action."

I don't want to ask what he means by that.
Instead, I ask "why did she run in the first place?"

Victor doesn't say anything, he just looks at
the python.

"Moral issues, huh?"

"It would appear so. I appreciate that this
kind of work has complicated bioethics and even more complicated
socioeconomical implications. Catherine was close with Donahue. He
had a way of presenting his views... he made you think."

"What's wrong with that?"

"It scared her. She packed up and abandoned
everything. But in doing so, she was in direct breach of her
contract with the GCMRD. We had our own people look for her,
knowing that she would try to leave the planet. And then we located
her at the Space Port."

"The briefing you gave Metro said that she
was carrying a micronuke, taken from the GCMRD. That she was a
terrorist."

"We had to lie."

"You had the police kill her."

"A pragmatic solution. It was my idea,
actually - two birds with one stone."

"So you get Catherine back, and force Donahue
to try out the Vita on a real human."

"It worked."

"Then why did Donahue kill her again on
Sunday?"

Victor looks at the floor for a while,
fiddling with a pen. Then he looks up. "That remains a mystery, Mr
Blake. Really. No matter how carefully we select our employees, we
are not yet in a position to fully predict their behaviour."

"Well, I tip my hat, Dr Poppleton. You have
excellent managerial skills."

"Save the irony, Mr Blake. We needed to try
the Vita on a real human. Human clones have problems. We clone
animals and they come out fine. We clone humans and they come out
like zombies. Alive, perfectly-functioning bodies, but completely
unconscious, even at the adult stage. Vegetables. And Catherine's
death last Sunday does not exactly help us find a solution
soon."

"Why didn't you -"

"- put her body in Vita? No use. Once the
head is gone, there's no repair. The brain is too complex."

I flash with an image of Laura's pulverised
head. Now it makes sense - if you can ever say that bashing your
girlfriend's brains out with a shotgun makes sense.

"So Donahue had no qualms about using
Catherine's clones on LAZARUS."

"He described them as human vessels. Perfect
bodies, waiting for a soul, a mind, or whatever it is that makes
humans, well, human. Besides, he only used them experimentally.
Tissue regeneration and such. But we could never be sure that the
Vita worked until we tried it on a fully-real, fully-dead human.
And Donahue wouldn't do it. But when Catherine's body rolled in
with your bullet, Patrick was more than willing to use the Vita on
her."

We walk quietly for a while, and I try to
digest all this information. Something at the back of my brain
tells me that I'm getting more that bargained for. As I stare at a
monkey suspended in a Vita vat, I wonder if this is what my mystery
caller wanted me to find out.

Complicated cases only interested Sherlock
Holmes, and I sure liked it better when Laura Berks was just
another murder victim.

I sense Victor watching me closely, and I
turn around. "What's in the Vita?"

"I could tell you, but then I'd have to
-"

"Right, right. Well, how does it work? You
take your dead body, make sure the brain's still okay, and just put
it in a vat?"

"Not quite. You can't just throw any dead
thing inside the Vita and expect it to come to life. The Vita must
first be incubated with DNA from the subject. It's useless
otherwise."

"But once you have that, you're good to
go?"

"That's the theory."

"It's worked on two people, Mr Poppleton. I'd
say it's a bit more than a theory now."

He gives me that puzzled look again, like
he's mentally diagnosing me. It bothers me, and I try to distract
him. "Catherine's clones. How did the Vita work on them?"

"You're asking if they turned into
Catherine?"

"Did they?"

"No. Breathing dummies. Comatose. That's all.
Of course, there was one thing that Dr Donahue was going to
try."

"What's that?"

"Incubating a clone of Catherine's with
Catherine's DNA."

"Would that work?"

"We don't know. And now that Donahue is
chilling in Metro's morgue, we'll never find out."

Something clicks. "That poison he took, the
lab said that it liquefied his brain. Leaked out of his ears."

"And now you know why."

"Guess you don't have any clones of him.

Victor smiles. "No."

"So that's it for LAZARUS?"

"Don't be ridiculous. We are already testing
out the second version of the Vita."

"What's that?"

"Intravenous or intracranial delivery
systems. Portable syringes. We want to eliminate the vats. Of
course, we still don't know how far the Vita goes. Is it just
tissue regeneration, or can it cure other conditions? Reverse
ageing? Cure cancer? And, of course, can we use it in combination
with clones? Imagine, Mr Blake, armies that never die. Soldiers who
fall only to re-enter the battlefield in a new body, cloned from
themselves. A world where the maimed, the disabled and the deformed
can live normal lives. A world where -"

"- we can all live forever." I finish his
sentence without realising. "It's a good dream, Mr Poppleton. But I
doubt it'll ever come true."

"You don't know what science can do."

"No, but I know what people can do.
Technology like that doesn't come cheap. It'll just go to the
highest bidder."

"That's cynical."

"You're the one working for the GCMRD."

Victor blinks, and his face sets. He's back
from wherever he went.

"You know, you shouldn't complain, Mr Blake.
At least you've benefited from the Vita."

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me, Paul."

***

Sentinoids come and go in the huge lab. The
tubes shine and gurgle, the things inside them suspended in
transit. Somewhere between life and death.

Coming back.

Victor says, "Imagine our surprise, after
Catherine's body came in, to have another subject on the same
day."

He stops walking and stands by the python's
vat. "Statistically speaking, to prove an effect, you need a
minimum sample number of three."

Something is bothering me, and I don't want
to know what.

Because suddenly my mind's ripping open and I
can't move.

Because suddenly I realise why Victor has
been telling me all this.

Because suddenly I remember seeing a similar
lab before, full of large glass vats on either side, and maybe I
saw the lab through one of the vats, maybe I saw it through a thick
yellowish liquid.

Scientists are not wrong.

I hear a swishing sound, and a black shiny
eye opens. The python moves in the Vita. Where its head is, I can
see the reflection of my face, twisted in an ugly concave.

Victor speaks. "That's the vat we put you
in."

 





 


Sixteen - This way
out

The Anderson Bridge was erected in 2072, in
honour of Mayor Rihanna Anderson, the only politician ever to
genuinely care about the City. Half a century later, it's mostly a
lovers' lane and a fine photograph point. From its apex, I can see
the City spreading east and west underneath. I'm facing east,
leaning on my car, and chewing on a burger. I could be having an
excellent lunch at Metro's cafeteria - today is spaghetti
Napolitana - but for the moment, I just can't face the office. I
can't face Andrei and Bobby and Rania and all the other
crime-fighters.

Not now.

I don't remember where I got the burger from.
It tastes cheap, and I wonder how the junk-food industry has
addicted teenagers for generations.

I guess it's just style and stupidity.

The City glows under fake spring, but all I
see is the python in the vat.

That's the vat we put you in.

Oh, yes.

I forgot to mention that I died once.

Read on, Faithful Reader.

***

...The water is warm.

My blood pumps out of my veins slowly, in
little pulses. I watch it as it dilutes in lazy nebulas, beautiful,
and I realise that this is it, the moment we've all been waiting
for, the Transition, the Journey, the Passing, Death.

A rose by any other name.

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Chief
Inspector Paul Blake's suicide. 'Evening folks, good to be with you
tonight.

I've never been this close before, and it
feels so new. In Metro Academy they teach you First Aid, patching
up wounds, delaying the process as much as possible. They drill you
over and over, day and night, in every possible exercise and
simulation, but it's never complete until you do it for real.

Officer down, requesting immediate backup and
medic.

Nebulas, nebulas. It's a struggle to just let
go. Not after a lifetime of holding on.

Red nebulas all around me, covering my body.
I stare at them, and for a brief moment, I panic. There'll be a
whole lot of cleaning up to do when they find me.

Look at this mess.

Paul. You're worrying about the bathroom
tiles.

That's my brain losing blood. My heart slows
down, and my body relaxes more than it has done in years. I can
actually feel a stupid smile on my face. Who'd know that suicide
could beat yoga.

There are infinite ways to kill yourself.
Twenty years on the Force, I've seen it all. 2093 or not, guns and
pills are still in the Top 10, followed closely by car-crash,
especially if life insurance is involved. Then you get
old-fashioned hangings, weight-in-the-sea (not on this planet of
course) and jumpers - although from personal experience, I find
that jumpers hardly ever do it, they mostly stand on the top of the
building and cry a lot until they draw enough crowds, attention,
and pity.

But right there, at the top of the charts, is
the wrist-slit. Two decades on the Force, I never understood
why.

I do now.

Nebulas, nebulas. I can't see my body under
the water anymore. That's a lot of blood.

Initially, I had entertained the gun notion,
or even the pills. I gave up on the gun because it was too
familiar, and I opted out of the pills because they'd make me sick
before they killed me.

This is so much better.

I wonder how long I've been in here. I can
barely push my eyes to the holoclock on the wall, and it takes some
time to focus.

Monday, September 14th 2093,
23:03.

My eyes are heavy and I close them. Maybe
this is it. Off the stage. Hold on, folks, it's going to be a bumpy
-

Nope. Still here. Man, this is taking a
while.

Today was my birthday. This morning I shot
someone - some GCMRD woman with a micronuke - at the Space Port.
Then I came back home, and I was filling up the bathtub with a
bottle of wine in my hand when Bobby called and said there was an
emergency and that he was already downstairs.

I had to postpone my suicide to go to a
surprise birthday party at the Phoenix.

Oh, thank you everyone, wow, you really got
me there. Yeah, the big four-oh, but I still feel young, ha ha.
Well, what can I say, you guys are the best, I love working with
you and I think you're all fantastic at what you do. Lap it up now,
you won't be getting any of this sugar tomorrow, ha ha.

No kidding. Tomorrow I'll be dead. Talk about
the birthday blues, huh.

My eyes are getting heavy, and there's a
white blur where the clock is. I think this is it...

... Monday, September 14th, 2093,
23:04...

Are we there yet?

My eyelids droop all the way. I should have
left some brain time for my life to flash before my eyes.

Then again, if you're killing yourself, there
isn't much you want to replay.

It's getting harder to focus. I think this is
it. I think I've slumped well into the blood-bath.

Your last moments, Paul, and you're making
puns.

For a quick second there, just a flash, I
feel sad. It's the clearest feeling I've ever had, other than
falling in love with my wife.

I'm not sad that I'm leaving. I'm not sad I'm
leaving them behind. They won't be.

Just sad that it didn't work out. That it
came to this.

Will there be a second shot? Was there ever a
shot?

Nebulas, nebulas. I feel sad - sad and
calm.

Givehimabighandfolkshedidit!

My brain is emptying. This beats yoga.

White flash, getting big, big, huge.

...23:05...

I love you.

Here we go.

It's like swimming. It's like floating
somewhere, with no sense of gravity or air, or anything else but an
enormous calm, a bland serenity torn away from any human
feeling.

Nothing is moving, and yet I know that I'm
being drawn somewhere. I don't see my body, and I sure don't see
any tunnel with a light at the end. I know - not feel - that this
disappoints me, and I wonder why my death experience is different
from that of so many others. Is it because I am a suicide? Did I
slip in through the back door?

Well, all questions should be answered
here.

I'm moving, pulled. No joy, no sadness; just
this tasteless, empty calm, and all my thoughts and memories that
seem to have tagged along to the Other Side.

To be honest, I was hoping for oblivion.
Annihilation. Nirvana.

So much for the New Agers then.

It's like swimming. And I want so much to
rest, to just close my eyes - or whatever I have - and just call it
a life and go to sleep.

Where am I going?

Heaven? Hell?

God?

The 'G' word doesn't provoke any response in
me. But I wonder if I'll see Him. Maybe I'll get to talk to Him.
And I'm sure He'll disapprove of the way I chickened out. Or maybe
He will understand that it was all just getting too much.

Strange. It doesn't feel like that now. Then
again, I don't feel anything. Maybe pain is tied to time like
everything else, and here - wherever "here" is - in this eternal
state, pain has no tethers to hold on, no grasp, no presence. And
that will do just fine.

I know - not feel - that the scenery should
bore me. No light or dark, no tunnels, no bat-winged demons and no
flights of angels to sing me to my rest. No sounds either. No
voices, no music - heavenly or ominous - no choir of blessed
rosy-faced children, no splashing of golden fountains, no
nothing.

Just silence.

Well, I did kill myself. I can't have
everything. I can't arrive uninvited, crash the party, and expect
them to roll out the red carpet.

Maybe this is all. This strange state of
altered consciousness, where you do a long stretch - a very
long stretch - with nothing than your memories and thoughts. It's
not so bad really, because boredom, like pain, is also tied to
time, and this place is an eternal timeout.

But suddenly - something. I see something.
Just a glimpse, but it's powerful. For a second - or whatever is a
second here - I see it, and it pierces through my whole existence,
it cuts through everything that I am, it shoots through and...

It's beautiful. It's -

- gone.

But I saw it.

I saw it.

I actually feel something now. Maybe
there's more to this than I -

I'm falling.

.

It's a long way down, like falling from a
spaceship in orbit. I can't see anything below me, which would
normally terrify me, but hey, what am I going to do, die? Besides,
I'm falling fast but steadily, as if there is something holding
me.

Someone.

What should concern me is that Hell,
traditionally, is down. But whatever's holding me feels
reassuring; I just don't feel abandoned. Feel. Feel. Feel. My
feelings are back, just as I always knew them.

Maybe I am going to Hell then.

And I can see my body. I'm naked, and my
wrists are cut.

Everything looks kind of yellow too. Kind of
murky.

Maybe I was in limbo before, maybe I got
there before my body died, or I was being judged, or something like
that.

Judged? I didn't even get to say anything,
defend myself.

But then again, what would you really have to
say, Paul?

Images flash before my eyes as I fall, stand
still for a split second, and then fly upwards.

It's my life. It's flashing before my eyes.
Man, do we have some notions wrong.

I see the corner of 503rd and
Cisco, and Frosty, and the little girl, and the truck coming at me,
and the snow, and the little girl yelps - yes, there is sound - and
she throws her hands around me.

I see Metro Academy, and I'm running with the
other cadets - was I so scrawny once? - and there I am at my first
shooting class.

My wedding day. She looks so beautiful and
happy. You may kiss the bride. The bouquet flies...

Owen Filks. His wife on the couch, my son on
the floor. Do you seek God, Paul? Boom.

Let's skip that.

My wife crying on the kitchen floor, and she
screams, you should have stayed in the house. I wonder if she'll
miss me.

Show's over, and I'm still falling. Beneath
me is a great black void, and I assume that it's Hell. I remember a
street preacher I heard once, standing at a corner and yelling,
Hell is not just fire and brimstone; it's the dark of total
separation from God. For God, he said, causes his sun to rise on
the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous. Here, in this life, we all breathe some measure of
God's love; in Hell, it's over.

But right now, I don't feel like that. I just
don't feel abandoned. I expected more terror, more grief. Does that
mean that -

I've landed. And where I am is definitely not
Hell, at least as we know it. And I'm sure I'd know if I was
there.

This is a wasteland, bleak and grey as far as
the eye can see. The ground under my bare feet is cold and hard,
and it hurts. There is air - a cold, harsh wind that sweeps through
with nothing to break it. I should be freezing, but I'm not. The
wind smacks my face, first just annoying, then harder and harder
until it is seriously painful. Everything is silent; I lift my hand
to my face, and notice that the wrist is healed.

I feel like I've gone back to where I came
from.

Oh, Paul. Death isn't all it's hyped up to
be, hmm?

A voice behind me. I was wondering what was
missing from the set. And it's not even a voice, it's somewhere in
my head. But, seeing as I have nothing better to do, I turn around
to see who's talking.

Well, it's not a spiritual guide. It's not a
crazy old man with a wild billowing beard. It's not an angel, a
demon, an Egyptian cat, or a little child. No. Why should the
afterlife be a clichÄ?

What I'm faced with here, in this barren
land, is a bunny rabbit. A white, fluffy bunny rabbit with huge
eyes and a big mouth.

Sure.

For a moment we just stare at each other, and
I try hard not to ask the obvious. But I do anyway.

"Who are you?"

The bunny rabbit, ears bending in the high
wind and fur pushing to one side, opens its mouth. That's not
important, Paul. But if you have to know, I am a channelled
manifestation of cortico-limbic interactions in your dying
brain.

"Naturally. So this is not Hell?"

No. You are in transit, Paul. All you see is
still connected to your mind.

"Which means..."

That you're not completely dead. Not
anymore.

"But I was. I... I floated up there. I was
being taken somewhere."

And that's when you fell.

All this is starting to make sense. "They're
bringing me back. They are reviving me."

Kind of. You did die properly, you know. All
the way.

"Then how -"

I am a part of your brain. How should
I know?

"Well, I thought you were... you know..."

The Ghost of Christmas Future? Get a grip,
Paul. It doesn't work that way.

"So what's with the desert? Is this in my
head? Is it a spiritual place?"

A bit of both.

My death experience is reduced to an ugly
desert and a sarcastic bunny.

"So what now? Do we just wait? Do I have to
walk toward the light?"

You see any lights?

"So we just wait."

The rabbit turns and looks around at the grey
desert. You know, Paul, your post-mortal dreamscape sucks. Why
did you do it?

"Why does anyone do it? I wanted out."

Don't we all.

"Oh, what do you know about it? You're a
ridiculous psychic manifestation."

It's your psyche.

"But why a rabbit?"

I was hoping you'd know.

"What do rabbits have to do with... with any
of this? It's not like I had a thing for them."

Something has changed around me, but I don't
know how to react so I just stand still.

Someone is behind me. And he's tapping me on
the shoulder.

The rabbit grins, and then dissolves in the
wind.

I turn.

It's me. I'm staring at myself, clean,
bright, dressed in a long white robe and looking really good for a
dead man.

He - I - speaks. "Why, Paul?"

"Why what?"

He looks up, where the sky is parting, and a
bright light is piercing through.

"You will remember all this, Paul. Before the
end - the real end - you will remember this. But now you're out of
time."

"What's that light?"

He doesn't answer. Instead, he raises his
hand - the other one's missing, of course - and I know what he's
about to do, because, after all, he is me.

"Time to go, Paul."

And the he punches me.

***

- a strange place, a distorted view, yellow,
thick liquid, a long room, shadows walking -

"Mr Blake? Inspector?"

Such a harsh light. A real light. It's
like needles through my eyes, so I close them again.

Then the voice, a loud, horrible echo,
straight into my head.

"Mr Blake? Can you hear me?"

I make an effort to answer, if only to shut
it up. "Ungh."

The voice turns away. "He's alive. It worked,
Dr Donahue!"

And then a new voice.

"Welcome back, Paul."

 





 


Seventeen - Heads
up

The remains of my burger taste like something
died in my mouth, although I suspect it's not just low culinary
standards. Memories overwhelm the mind, take over the perception
centres, and transfer us to a past reality. It's the closest we can
get to time-travelling. That's what makes them so powerful.

They brought me back.

Somehow, a part of me always knew. And that
part just came back from holidays.

From a pitch-black coast.

.

My car drives itself to the Phoenix while I
sit back to think. It's more of an obligatory posture, like a
ritual. The fact is, I still have questions. Why did Donahue kill
Laura, or Catherine, or Philippa or whatever her name was?
Insanity? Moral bewilderment? Victor said that they were more than
friends.

My best bet is that Donahue had some kind of
epiphany. Poppleton exploited his feelings for Laura - let's just
stick with that name - and he brought her back. Tested out the
Vita. And then, Donahue came to his senses. Whatever moral
objection he had before, came back and bit him - bit him so hard
that he took a Negotiator '55 and bashed Laura's head in.

Does that mean that I would be next?

In a way, I was.

He wants to speak to you. By name and
rank.

I'm beginning to think that I might have been
asking Donahue the wrong questions yesterday. He was trying to tell
me something, and I blew him off, dismissed him for a nutcase. But
maybe I wasn't so far off the mark; it's one thing to serve God,
and another to play Him.

Something big happened to Donahue - that much
is obvious. Maybe it was his success in resurrecting both Laura and
me that pushed him over the edge.

Maybe something else.

What I would like to know is why they brought
me back. I always wondered how I survived my suicide, because my
daughter found my body two days later, drained and dead for over
thirty-two hours. What a sight I must have been. She screamed,
threw up and then went for the phone. Next thing I know, I'm lying
at Central Cross five days later, wrists healed and all my blood
pumping through my veins.

My daughter had moved out, and never called
me Dad again. I don't blame her. On the other hand, being alive
again didn't exactly help.

And now Victor told me what really happened.
When I woke up at Central Cross, the doctors said that they had
managed to resuscitate me. I couldn't believe it - 2094 or not,
medicine is not that advanced. If it was, I'd be out of a
job.

Of course, if the Vita ever hits the market,
I will retire.

Point is, I had been dead - dead as religion,
to put it Victor's way. Resuscitation demands that there's still a
thread holding you to this world. As far as I know, I was gone for
good. Thirty-two hours gone, and Patrick Donahue brought me
back.

There is something terrible about all this.
Somehow, I can understand the shotgun.

And then, three weeks later, when Bernadette
Williams knew that I didn't have the guts to do it again, I came
back home: an empty apartment of a murdered son, an insane wife and
a gone daughter. And I was angry. Angry at being back. Angry at
myself for not just using my gun to get the job done. I'd like to
see Donahue bring me back with my brains splattered all over the
wall.

Just like Laura Berks. He didn't just shoot
her, he smashed her head. When he snuffed out her candle, he pulled
the wick out. He wanted her dead, as dead as she could be.

Wait a minute.

A detective's mind is not a river; it's a
volcano. And mine just erupted.

Donahue was not crazy.

Donahue didn't snap.

My car phone rings, and I know who it is. I'm
having what they call an epiphany. And I know, I suddenly know,
without pomp and circumstance, what I've been missing all
along.

Because Donahue didn't snap.

Because Donahue was leaving me a message.

Because Donahue didn't want anyone to bring
Laura back.

Because my Coms holoscreen flashes with CODE
SIX and a dry text underneath, laughing at me:

"WRONG PLACE, PAUL. GUESS AGAIN."

Wrong place. I disengage the Intellidrive,
and head to the right place.

***

In my experience - which I'd like to think is
considerable - murder scenes stink long after they've been cleaned
out. It's that odour of death, of organic decay, some kind of
familiar and awful scent of human fragility, still lingering in the
air like a miserable ghost.

Laura's condo is no exception. I can smell it
before I even exit the elevator, before the uniform on watch wakes
up and fumbles for an excuse.

"It's alright, officer. Not exactly
challenging work."

"Yes, sir. Sorry sir."

"Anyone come in here today?"

"Just forensics, doing some follow up."

"When was that?"

"Couple of hours ago." He shows me his
holoscreen, eager to atone for his lapse. "Signed in and all. They
didn't stay long - went in with their equipment, scratched the
walls, left after a half hour." I see two badge signatures, and I
don't recognise either. Forensics is a big department. But when I
check the names, I wince. Of course, the guard has no idea.

"Alright. Nobody else, huh?"

He blushes a little. "I just nodded off, sir.
I take my work seriously."

I laugh. "Don't worry. I've done it myself, I
can't cast the first stone." His tag says Joseph Pilcher. "Look,
Joseph, I'll go in, snoop around a bit." I pass my badge over the
screen and it beeps with recognition.

"Yes, sir."

And Laura's door closes behind me.

***

This is what I get paid for. This is what I
signed up for years ago: Instinct. It's instinct that told me to
snap a photo of my screen; it's instinct that brought me back to
the condo.

Alright, instinct - lead the way. Because I'm
standing in Laura's living room, the lights go on, and I'm supposed
to justify my presence here.

Murder is most disturbing in what it leaves
behind. The body exposed for all to see, mostly indecent, to be
photographed with obscene proximity and then packed away in a meat
sack and stuffed in a fridge. Then comes the prodding: opening
drawers, checking private items, nosing in closets, logging onto
social networks and private servers - all the little embarrassing
secrets put together to build up the Profile, a furtive puzzle of
interest for a life that is no more.

I'm just here because I was invited.

I don't even know what I'm looking for. All I
have is a phrase: "COME TO ME".

The apartment looks bigger now that it's
empty. The case file said that the place was privately rented,
which means that the GCMRD paid Laura well. Donahue, on the other
hand, lived on the company's campus, and we are still waiting for
permission to check out his house. Of course, with Andrei
officially closing the case last night, that's not going to
happen.

I walk around the living-room and then I head
into the bathroom. Normally, I would have gone straight into the
bedroom, but there is nothing normal about this case. Besides,
whatever I'm looking for is not in there - I would have seen it
yesterday.

The bathroom is spotless, as I expected. A
HomeMaid - a bug-like robot that spends its days fussing around the
house - sits by the shower, offline. A hologram of its name hovers
above it: Little Betsy. HomeMaids are programmed to clean up any
mess automatically, but an AI by-law turns all household activities
off in the case of a violent event, like an accident or, in this
case, a murder. The same bylaw also specifies that the HomeMaid
will automatically transmit an emergency message. It works most of
the time, but every paramedic has a story about dashing to a house
only to find a kid with a nosebleed.

There's an ad for HomeMaids, showing a bunch
of kids around the table at a birthday party, and then a little fat
kid drops his chocolate cake on the carpet. A HomeMaid bug flies
over and turns the spot immaculate in zero time, before hovering
away to help with the barbeque. Suddenly, I have a flash of Laura
Berks dead on the floor, and Little Betsy hovering around her,
meticulously scooping up pieces of brain and mopping up the blood,
and it gives me the giggles.

It's been a long day.

I suppose Little Betsy must have been
switched off when the murder happened, because we got the call the
next morning from a neighbour who came to return some movies. Maybe
Donahue himself turned it off, or maybe Laura: HomeMaids
occasionally mistake intimacy for assaults, and turn dates into
disasters.

I leave the bathroom and head to the kitchen.
It's big, and brightly lit. Sink, oven, refrigerator. Looks like
Laura liked her cooking: there's a holoshelf full of recipes, from
traditional Earth to some of the contemporary "galactic" cuisine.
And judging from the amount of cutlery in the cupboards, she didn't
rely on her AutoChef much. Laura prepared her meals herself.

Maybe I should start doing that too. They say
love goes through a man's stomach, and my AutoChef's been feeding
me for over three years now.

Laura, Laura. I'm walking around your life,
and what do I know about you? You were neat, you liked to cook, you
had money. You also dated Patrick Donahue, and cloned yourself for
his work. What did Victor say? We clone humans and they come out
like zombies.

Alive and unconscious.

As I turn, my elbow scrapes the refrigerator,
and it springs to life. "GOOD EVENING INSPECTOR BLAKE."

I've turned the voice off my own. I hate
talking to machines. "Give me contents, no weights." Let's see
Laura's diet. They say you are what you eat.

"FRIDGE: CELERY, CARROTS, AVOCADO, BANANAS,
TOMATOES, MIXED FRUIT JUICE, LOW FAT CHEESE, YOGHURT."

Laura took care of herself. "Freezer
contents, no weights."

"FREEZER: FISH FILLETS, LOW FAT ICE CREAM,
MEAT."

"Chocolate ice cream?"

"CHOCOLATE - PISTACHIO - VANILLA."

"What kind of meat?"

"UNKNOWN." Sometimes the freezing confuses
the internal scanner. "Thaw for identification."

"THAWING..."

I step out of the kitchen and go into the
bedroom. There, like a ghost, is a three-dimensional hologram of
Laura's body as it was found yesterday. Personally, I prefer the
white outline of the old days.

Laura's hologram lies on the floor, head and
torso mashed up, phone in one hand. Yesterday I naturally assumed
that she was going to call Emergency. But yesterday I hadn't spoken
to Victor.

She was calling the GCMRD. I'm not surprised:
Their security boys would have done a far better job than us.

But she never made it. And I think Patrick
meant it to be that way.

I walk around the hologram and wonder what my
holocorpse would have looked like in the bathtub.

There isn't much to see in the bedroom -
police has more or less cleaned everything out, but I like Laura's
taste: the bed has a real wooden frame, made on Earth. Expensive.
We don't get much wood on this planet.

Something buzzes in the kitchen. When I get
there, the refrigerator's screen is blinking.

"SAMPLE PARTLY THAWED."

"Well? Oh - what kind of meat?"

"MEAT: UNKNOWN."

I sigh. "Fat lot of help you are." Why do I
even care what Laura had in her freezer?

I don't care. I'm just nosy. It's a
human trait.

"Open freezer door."

"OPENING DOOR WILL DECREASE TEMPERATURE."

"Yes, I know..."

"THIS MAY AFFECT STORED FOODS."

I can't believe people pay for this. "Just
open the freezer's door."

"DOOR OPENING."

Something clicks, and the door loosens. For
some reason, as I pull it, I remember Owen Filks.

Where's your grandson?

In the refrigerator.

Now I know why the meat was 'UNKNOWN'.
Refrigerators can identify pork, beef, lamb, poultry and fish. But
not human.

There, in the steaming depths of the freezer,
staring up at me, is a head. A man's head. And when the shock is
over and the steam settles, I can see the writing on the
forehead.

THIS GAME OF LIFE AND DEATH, AN UNFULFILLED
OMEN.

Whatever I was looking for, I found it.

 





 


Eighteen - Poetry in
motion

"His name is Francesco Moniz."

The Forensics Department's staff list scrolls
up, shadows on my face.

"Inspector?" Bobby waves a hand behind my
screen. He has a coffee mug in the other.

"Huh."

"The head. His name is Francesco Moniz."

"Who is he?"

"Big doctor from downtown - neurosurgeon. In
his mid-fifties. Had his own clinic."

"I think I've heard of him. What else you
got?"

"Apparently, Dr Moniz went missing a couple
of weeks ago. No ransom notes, no suicide notes, so he just got
filed. You were the first to see him since. Well, partly."

"Any clues about the rest of him?"

"Nope. The boys have turned the Berks condo
inside out, but haven't found anything." He glances outside the
office. "Why'd you go back, anyway?"

"Hunch. I always like to check out the scene
alone. It's easier."

He gulps some coffee, and half of me hopes
that he swallows my lie as well. My other half hopes that he's a
good detective.

"You really can't lie, Paul."

"I'm not lying. I had a hunch - a gut
instinct. It's what supercops do."

Bobby shakes his head. He has other things on
his mind. "Fine, boss. I've been mulling over what you told me this
morning. Any fresh ideas about that?"

I'm still pouring over the Forensics list.
"About what?"

"Are you even listening to me?"

"I always listen to you, Bobby."

He waves the tablet with the lab report. "You
want to hear the rest of this or not?"

I sigh. There are still some hundred names to
go through. And I want to do this manually; I've had enough of
machines today. "Okay, Bobby. I'm all ears."

"Right. The writing on the forehead is from a
poem, "The Sleeper", by Clarence Eideteker."

"Why do I know that name?"

"You like poetry?"

"Guess again."

"He also went missing two years ago. You
heard it on the news. The search went on for quite a while." He
touches my holoscreen and it fills with text, while the Forensics
list retreats to one corner. "Here's a copy of the whole poem, from
the City Library website."

"Mmm... Life, a burden of the Everlasting
Rocks, forever lost in the emptiness... where's the forehead
verse?"

"At the end. Scroll down, it's
highlighted."

"Okay... ah. This post-mortal dreamscape,
an empty land. This game of life and death, an unfulfilled omen. I
lie and sleep, for what dreams may come, will give me no pause.
Very cheerful."

"Rania says it's 'gothic'. She knows
poetry."

"What dreams may come... that's from
'Hamlet', isn't it?"

"If you say so."

"It's a play on Shakespeare's verse..."

"Haven't seen it."

"Maybe you should ask Rania. She seems to be
literate."

"Hey."

"Anything else?"

"Yeah, Behavioural Sciences are working on
the writing and the verse itself. They say it might be a serial
killer."

"Any ideas about when the head was placed
there?"

"They're still working on it. It was
in the freezer."

I stretch out. What a day. "Well, I suppose
that it was put in there some time in the past two weeks. And I bet
it was put in there sometime after Laura was killed."

"You sure about that?"

"Do you think Laura Berks was the kind of
person to keep a severed head next to her ice cream?"

Bobby shrugs. "I've seen some weird stuff in
Homicide..."

"True. But I wouldn't be surprised if that
head appeared in the freezer some time yesterday, or even today." I
show him the badge signatures I got off Joseph Pilcher. "Two men
went in the condo today, around one. They said Forensics, but I
doubt you'll find their names on the Forensics personnel list."

"Is that what you were squinting at when I
came in?"

"That's it."

"It's a long list."

"Well, guess what."

"Forensics didn't send anyone today."

He is a good detective. He's also
wrong. "On the contrary - they did. Only the guys that they sent
had different names to those that actually signed in. See here?
Forensics sent a James Viggio and a Philip Beauvais."

"Do we know where they are now?"

With perfect timing, my secretary, Lisa
Raymer, sticks her head through the door. "Paul? I just spoke with
Forensics. Still no news on Viggio and Beauvais."

She disappears again, and Bobby looks at me.
"The badges that signed in - what were the names?"

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"Shock me, boss."

"Patrick Donahue and Clarence Eideteker."

Bobby winces.

 





 


Nineteen -
Eideteker

Andrei is staring at me with his heavy mug.
"Why did you go back, Paul?"

This is the point when my professional
courtesy is tested. I have a chance to tell my boss everything -
about my CODE SIX mystery caller, about my visit to the GCMRD, and
about my death and resurrection at the hands of Patrick Donahue who
died yesterday and signed in at Laura Berks's condo as a Forensics
technician today.

But I think I should hold off for now - at
least until things start making sense.

The truth is, Andrei knows about my suicide.
In fact, he was instrumental in my reinstatement as Chief Inspector
after my six-month therapy hiatus. But, just like I did a
few hours ago, he just thinks that the good doctors at Central
Cross worked their magic and brought me back.

Somehow. I was dead for thirty-two hours. The
only one to beat that was the original Lazarus.

Denial is a powerful thing.

"Paul?"

"I had a hunch, Andrei. Come on, you taught
me to always return to the scene of the crime alone and in quiet. I
don't see what the problem is."

He stares at me - he scrutinises me -
and I manage not to look away. Maybe I'll evoke some suspension of
disbelief on his behalf.

Andrei rolls his tongue in his mouth. "Okay,
Paul. You just went back, even though I personally declared the
Berks case closed last night. On the news."

"Must've missed it."

"Paul."

"Should I call the boys at the lab? Tell them
to put the head back in the freezer and go home?"

Andrei has many qualities. One of them is
knowing when to quit. "Alright. So, we're assuming that Laura Berks
had nothing to do with the head."

"Well, nobody saw it yesterday morning, and
apparently the Crime Scene people checked the freezer out."

"So you're saying it was put there
afterwards?"

"I'd think that's pretty obvious, Andrei. No
head yesterday. Two fake names later, head's in the freezer."

"About the names - did you question the duty
officer? What's his name?"

"Pc Joseph Pilcher. He's upstairs with the
artists right now, so we should have facial reconstructions by
tonight. You want to go public if we don't get IDs
straightaway?"

"Yeah. Moniz was a high-roller. Had his hand
in charities and clubs all over the City - maybe the galaxy too. We
need some names, quick."

"The Mayor's heard about it?"

"Nope. But we're dining together
tonight."

My eyebrow arches. "Oh? I'm impressed, Chief
Viskow."

An unlikely, silly smile cracks Andrei's
inscrutable face for a second. Every man has a weakness - at least
one. Andrei's is vanity.

Shift gears, quick. "Tell me about the
writing on the head."

"Behavioural is still working on it. The
actual writing was done with a laser scripter, so the handwriting
will take some time to trace. The words are from a poem - there,
look at your screen - "The Sleeper", by Clarence Eideteker."

"Wait a minute. Isn't that -"

"- one of the two names that signed entry
into the condo. Yes."

"Clarence Eideteker. Why do I know that
name?"

"You like poetry?"

"Isn't that the guy that went missing...
what, last year?"

"Two years ago." I touch my holoscreen and a
newspaper heading floats between us: "FAMOUS POET DISAPPEARS", with
an article underneath. "There were no signs of kidnapping, so they
eventually gave up on him. They assumed he just left."

Andrei shakes his head. "Poets... You think
it could have been him at the condo?"

"Could be. If he used his real name, it would
be easier to make a fake Forensics badge. But I think the name,
like the verses, are intentional. Behavioural Sciences say that his
poetry was 'morbid'."

"And what? He started practising what he
preached?"

"Maybe. Eideteker was arrested twice for
violent assault charges, but his lawyers got him off. Of course,
playing your fists in a bar is one thing - chopping heads off is
another."

"Yeah, well, you have to work your way up.
What about the other name? 'Patrick Donahue'?"

"ID fraud."

"You think?"

"Either that, or Donahue rose from the
grave."

Now, despite how blurred the line between
life and death has become in the past four hours, I know that what
I just said is not true. But suddenly, something interesting
happens: for a second, Andrei's eyes glaze with a thought. It's
imperceptible, but I see it, and it shifts my focus.

Andrei looks away casually, but he knows that
I'm watching him. "Hah. Did you check with the -"

"- morgue? Actually, I did, Andrei.
Our Patrick Donahue, the one that spewed his guts on me
yesterday, is safely tucked away at minus 80 degrees. In fact, I
checked him myself."

Andrei becomes interested in some papers on
his desk. "Why? You believe in reincarnation suddenly?"

"ID fraud becomes surprisingly easier with
DNA from the real person."

"Ah. Of course."

"Something wrong, Andrei?"

"Huh? No, nothing. Just realised I need to
get through this report before dinner. Anything else?"

I get up. "We're working hard."

"Well, keep at it. Let me know when you get
something on the faces. And find out what that stupid poem
means."

"Yes, sir. Enjoy your dinner."

Andrei is already into the report. "Mmm."

It's five steps to the door. Which means that
I have five steps to make a decision.

The first three say don't.

The fourth says some other time.

The fifth says nothing. "Chief?"

He doesn't look up. "Yeah."

"The name 'Lazarus' mean anything to
you?"

Ten feet away and I can feel the effort he
makes to keep looking at the report. But his eyes stop moving on
the lines, and his hand vibrates a little, like the aftershock of
an earthquake.

He looks up slowly, thinking. "Lazarus...
Isn't that the man Jesus Christ raised from the dead? Why do you
ask?"

I shrug. "Donahue mentioned it yesterday in
the interview. You read the transcript."

Andrei is visibly relieved. "Of course. The
interview."

"Yeah. I haven't given it any thought, so I
wondered if you had any ideas."

He shakes his head, and smiles a bit. "No.
Sorry. Although I wouldn't worry about it. It was probably the drug
Donahue took.

I nod. "Probably."

"We have other problems now, Paul. Get to
it."

"Yes, sir." As I walk out, I can feel his
eyes on my back until the door closes behind me.

Andrei knows.

 





 


Twenty - A picture is a
thousand words

"Did you hear? They caught him." As always,
my secretary, the lovely Lisa, talks to me without looking at me.
She's not rude - just busy. And it's mostly my fault.

Now she's dialling a number on her Coms
screen, while pointing on another screen with her free hand.

"Hocas. They just arrested him outside the
City. It's on the news."

I'm actually shocked. "Hocas? Alexander
Hocas?"

"Mmm. An hour ago. Actually, it seems that he
turned himself in."

"Who made the arrest?" But by now Lisa is
completely absorbed. Even her spectacular multi-tasking powers wane
occasionally.

I go into the office and pull up the news
article on the screen. Seems like the media have skipped the
"Breaking News!" bulletin and dived straight into the actual
story.

Tuesday, 2:45 pm -
Notorious serial killer Dr Alexander Hocas has been arrested
after arriving at the City's Space Port at 2 pm, local time.
Strangely, the arrest took place after Dr Hocas himself called the
Metropolitan Police Force and waited for them at the airport's
lobby.

Six times Doctor Alexander Hocas, 36, born on
Earth (Buenos Aires), has been wanted by the galaxy's authorities
for the murder of six people, three of which were children.

Hocas has successfully evaded capture for
over a year, and has even been presumed dead by many authorities
from time to time. His criminal status rivals his former academic
one, with his name topping the Galaxy's Most Wanted list six times,
and over thirty books devoted to what is described as his
"inscrutable" and "monstrous" personality.

A spokesman for the Metropolitan described
Hocas's arrest as "the end of an exhausting manhunt". Meanwhile,
Matthew J. Corbin, Professor of Clinical Psychology at City
University, who has often worked with the Metro's Behavioural
Sciences, is quoted as saying that "Hocas' surrender is nothing
more than the classical crave for fame that many sociopaths
exhibit. After all the hype he created around himself, Alexander
Hocas is simply a disturbed person, no different from so many
others filling mental institutions across the galaxy. As a human, I
find this reassuring; as a clinical psychologist, I find it almost
disappointing."

Dr Hocas has been transferred to the
Metropolitan's High Security Cells, and plans are already underway
to deport him back to Earth for his trial.

I lean back on my chair. Imagine that - we
have Hocas the Legend locked up downstairs. I suppose we'll be in
the galactic limelight for a while, which should cheer up the
bigwigs. And Andrei, of course. I don't know who made the arrest,
but he or she just became my boss's best friend.

There is something else to do. I pull out my
camera and load up the photographs on my holoscreen. There are some
random pictures from Andrei's birthday party last month, and two
with some friends down at the firing range, sporting our new
standard-issue handguns.

And there it is. I enlarge it to the size of
my coms screen, and go through it again: my first encounter with
COME TO ME. Bit by bit, I go through the dialogue. I tick things
off.

"LAURA BERKS DOES NOT EXIST." Yes, I've
worked that one out by now.

"YOU KILLED HER LAST YEAR". And myself
afterwards. Nothing that can't be fixed, apparently.

"BUT YOU'VE BEEN PLAYING FOR YEARS, PAUL."
Sounds like something Bernadette would say.

Then I asked what I could do for him... or
her.

"NOW WE ARE PLAYING. I CAN GIVE YOU
SOMETHING, PAUL. SOMETHING YOU WANT." Now that, Faithful Reader, is
very interesting. Because after everything Victor told me today,
I'm prepared to believe that the dead can rise. I sure
did.

"I WANT TO SHOW YOU, PAUL. SHOW YOU THE WAY."
Like every psychopath I've hunted down over the years.

"HESTERNI SUMUS. COME TO ME."

Wait. What was that?

Hesterni sumus.

I must have missed that one. But I know I've
heard it before.

I pull up another screen and run a search on
the phrase. Two seconds later, I'm looking at the search results.
Three seconds later, I'm out of the office, bumping into a
surprised Lisa. Ten seconds later, I'm in the elevator, heading
down to the High Security Cells.

 





 


Twenty One - Ninefold; and
gates of burning adamant

I don't believe in coincidences. That's what
I tell myself as the elevator approaches Underground Level 6. For
some inexplicable reason, I still look at the world and believe
that there is a purpose for which everything happens, a master plan
driving everything somewhere.

God? Yes, I believe in Him, desert bunnies or
not. But what I must challenge within me, what I really have to ask
myself as my own life is going down faster than the elevator, is
what I mean by that. Because, one way or another, we all believe in
God. Somewhere lurking at the bottom or the top is the rudder by
which we sail our outlook on everything. That Ultimate Truth, our
grasp of the meaning of life. Something or nothing, design or
chance - fight it all you want, but we all bear the indelible scar
of our own, personal God.

Level 10 and still going.

What about God? If He's got a plan for my
life, I sure have no idea what it is. But if He's out to get me, to
break me down, He's doing a superb job.

Some say that Hell exists on this earth. If
it does, it feels like I'm going there right now. The elevator
rapidly descends to UL-6, the last and lowest pit of the Phoenix
building. The media call it "High Security Cells", but the media
have never been there.

"Dungeon", "The Dark Room", "Rat Hole",
"Dante's Seventh", "Milton's Ninth" - for years, Metro has tried
out all sorts of nicknames for UL-6, but "Hell" is the one that
eventually stuck, probably because most people didn't know who
Dante and Milton were.

UL-6 is "High Security" because it was
designed to make escape virtually impossible. For one, there is no
light. Visitors have to wear infrared goggles, while prisoners
often go insane after long stays.

Two, there is no breathable air outside the
cells. Visitors wear oxygen masks and have to pressurise before
entering the cellblock area. There was an incident three years ago,
when a prisoner managed to break loose off his guards and exit his
cell. It took a whole day to clean up.

Three, all the guards are Sentinoids,
custom-made by our friends at the GCMRD. They made us a dozen, and
gave us a discount too. Since they permanently live in UL-6, our
Sentinoids were built on a tight budget: They're not programmed
with any learning protocols except for what covers their job, which
means that they are useless for anything else than guarding and
maintaining the UL-6 cells. They also lack emotional perception
algorithms, meaning that they don't smile much. Not that it matters
though, since, to keep them cheap, the UL-6 Seentinoids came
without skin over the endoskeleton. And to top up the freak effect,
since our guards live permanently in the dark, they only have
infrared vision - creepy red eyeballs, glowing at you in the dark
from inside a metallic skull.

It's where movie clichÄs meet police
budgets.

Level 3, and still going.

In all my years working in the Phoenix, I've
only been in UL-6 twice. The first time was four years ago when I
was escorting my first big homicide arrest - an account manager who
enjoyed blowing up elementary schools in his spare time. UL-6 still
had human guards back then, and the atmosphere was decisively more
cheerful.

The second time was early last year, after my
therapy hiatus, all cured and ready for suicide. I was going to
interview Mary Jane Atkinson, the second serial killer I caught,
just before she was deported back to Mars. Mary Jane loved
softball, parties, travelling, and gouging the eyes off her
sorority sisters while they slept. When we finally arrested her,
she was wearing some around her neck like a string of pearls. She
cried when they took it away.

Ground level, and still going.

UL-6 only contains temporary holding cells;
it's not an actual prison. All those convicted within our
jurisdiction are simply thrown outside the City, out there, in the
Great Unknown. And nobody wants to think about them; not in this
Throwaway era.

A long time ago, they called it the Age of
the Aquarius. I'm not sure why they needed a new name for it.

As the elevator plunges into the Underground
Levels - Interrogation Rooms, Morgue, Storage, Armoury, Explosives
- and slows down before UL-6, I suddenly realise that if there ever
was a Ninth Circle in Dante's Hell, if there ever was a Satan stuck
in ice chewing traitors to pass eternity, it is here. Because when
the doors slam open, it takes me a long time to step out of the
elevator, it takes me a long time to take a step, and when, for
some reason, I panic and turn back to the elevator, its doors slam
shut and it goes back up, leaving me down there in the dark.

***

Nietzsche once wrote that when you stare at
the abyss, the abyss stares back at you. The abyss in UL-6 actually
has the eyes to do it: two glowing red dots in the distance, moving
slowly towards me. For my part, I haven't taken a single step
further than the elevator shaft, and I'm still trying to control my
breathing.

I'm getting old.

Or I'm just scared.

The dots have become eyes now, peering at me
from behind the airlock chamber.

"IDENTIFICATION." Our cost-cutting Sentinoids
waste no pleasantries whatsoever. And since they have no lips,
their voice comes from a sound box implanted in their chests.

There must have been a very disturbed mind
behind all this.

Deep breath. "Chief Inspector Blake,
Homicide, Serial Number 93-46-958."

The eyes don't move. "VOICE RECOGNITION
POSITIVE. PLACE YOUR HAND ON THE DNA SCANNER."

A box glows green beside me, and I touch my
palm on the surface. An almost imperceptible pinch and the eyes
finally shift an inch. "DNA SCAN POSITIVE. STATE YOUR PURPOSE."

"Interview with prisoner Alexander
Hocas."

"ALL ACCESS TO PRISONER 'HOCAS, ALEXANDER'
RESTRICTED. GIVE CLEARANCE CODE."

Here we go. "Et vestra omnia
implevimus".

Silence. I almost hope that it doesn't
work.

"ACCESS GRANTED. ENTER AIRLOCK FOR PRESSURE
EQUILIBRATION."

It sounds like a sentence.

***

All around me, shades of green. As I walk
through the long corridor of the Cellblock with my infrareds and
oxygen mask on, I have that unnamed feeling of being able to see in
the land of the blind. Not that the blind miss much - this is a
place built to be forever in the dark. Who knows what colour the
walls are, or what the texture of the bars is. Down here, the
guards don't care and the prisoners can't see.

The media call it "High Security Cells", but
the media have never been in here.

I am relieved that most cells are empty. But
every now and then I see figures behind glass, arms stretched on
either side like a crucifixion, heads bent down and still. I don't
want to, but I wonder what thoughts might pass through the mind of
someone bound and locked up in here, with no way to move, no way to
pass time, and no way to measure it. Seconds must drag like hours,
and hours like days. These figures I see, I hope, for their own
sakes, that they are criminally insane. I hope, for their
own sakes, that I am the only human down here.

My guide - a red-eyed, metallic skeleton with
a rifle - doesn't talk much, and I appreciate it. Every time we
pass an occupied cell, he turns his skull toward it and his eyes -
bright green in my infrared - take hundreds of unseen readings in a
second: Cell security, prisoner vitals, cell oxygen, cell pressure,
last date of maintenance, comparison with previous scans,
registration into the central security log. It goes on every minute
of every hour of every day, as long as there is at least one
prisoner in UL-6.

This is their routine.

I know I'm going to have nightmares
tonight.

Par for the course then.

***

Six times doctor Alexander Hocas, the highest
IQ in the galaxy and celebrated murderer of six, does not move when
we reach his cell. Of course, he can't see or hear us, but somehow
I didn't think that would be a problem.

Maybe he's asleep. Despite their
uncomfortable position, most UL-6 prisoners will try to sleep as
much as possible.

I look at him through the cell's glass,
trying to ignore the absence of my reflection on the surface.
Illusions of invisibility.

I am looking at the galaxy's most dangerous
man. I play that mantra in my head because I know it's the only way
he'll speak to me. Unlike others of his kind, Dr Hocas does not
feed on fear. His thing is respect. And I realise now that that is
what makes him genuinely frightening.

Still, there are millions out there that
would give anything to be here. Get an interview, a photograph, a
photo to share on their blogs. But they are not, and I am. This is
no Patrick Donahue, or Victor Poppleton.

What do you say to a demon?

Something stirs. I think it's my heart.

"You remember your Latin."

Much has been written about Hocas's voice:
cultured, harsh, gentle, raspy, it resonates right through to your
mind and echoes down your spinal cord.

"I went to school, Dr Hocas."

He lifts his head and looks straight at me
through the pitch black, and I know he can see me. "And what did
you learn there? Anything you can hang on to?"

"I learned to think twice before I trust
someone."

"You must do a lot of thinking."

"I'm doing some right now."

He smiles and looks away. "Nel mezzo del
camin di nostra vita..."

"Excuse me?"

"Why did you come here, Inspector Blake? Did
you get lost?"

"I thought maybe you could tell me."

"Get rid of that walking can."

I turn to the guard. "You can leave us
now."

"PRISONER IS CLASSIFIED AS HIGHLY DANGEROUS.
IT IS IN YOUR BEST INTEREST THAT I STAY."

I can hear Hocas laughing.

"Yes, well, I assume full
responsibility."

"FOR YOUR OWN SAFETY -"

"Look, tin-head, I've just about had enough
of your kind today. Get lost or I'll have you deactivated."

Human emotions are usually lost on cheap
Sentinoids, but this one must have seen enough of those. He turns
his skull to Hocas, then to me, then back to Hocas, and finally
walks away serenely.

Hocas chuckles. "Amazing, aren't they? In
your best interest - I love that. Machines will deliver us from
ourselves."

"You want to talk now?"

"Do you know that their AI protocol is based
on a code that I first wrote?"

I'm genuinely surprised. "No - no, I didn't
know that."

"I did it as part of my doctorate in
Robotics. The GCMRD was developing its first Sentinoids, and got
stuck on a particular algorithm in the AI Protocol. My work was
related, and I offered to help. As it turned out, I had to redesign
the entire program. Couple of weeks' work."

"That's impressive. Now -"

"Why did you come here, Inspector?"

"I think you know."

"Enlighten me. I'm not going anywhere."

It's his way or no way; this much I know.
Let's humour him. "Hesterni sumus. The whole thing goes
'Hesterni sumus et vestra omnia implevimus' - Tertullian, in
the Apologeticus, 197 AD. It means, 'We are of yesterday,
and we have filled all that is yours.'"

"How appropriate. But you came to me, not
Quintus Septimius. Why?"

"You quoted it six years ago, in the opening
of your Evolution and Technology lecture series."

"Of course. At the United University."

"And suddenly you appear out of nowhere, and
the same quote gets me access to you."

"Good cop work."

"You expect me to believe that all this is
just a coincidence?"

"Is anything?"

"You were the one who contacted me."

"A justified guess, but incorrect. And
irrelevant for that matter. Where are we, Easter?"

"This Sunday. Why?"

"You will need a week of miracles. I suppose
you found Dr Moniz."

"Yes. Is there something you know about
him?"

"He's a head shorter."

I spread my hands. "Okay, doctor. This is
going nowhere. Looks like I'm wasting my time." I turn to leave.
"Have a nice trip back to Earth."

I actually walk three steps before he speaks
again. "Always the wrong questions, Paul."

My feet stop before I tell them to. "What did
you say?"

"You heard me."

I walk back to the glass. He's looking at me,
through the dark, thoroughly amused. "Okay, doctor. You called me
here, one way or the other. You want to start making sense, you
have ten seconds."

"They brought you back, didn't they? The
GCMRD."

"How do you -"

"They did, then. In that case, Inspector, you
have a few friends waiting for you."

"Where?"

"Do you read the Bible?"

"Not lately."

"Oh, but you should. You'd find much
consolation in Ecclesiastes."

"Everything is vanity?"

"Pretty much. And grasping for the wind."

"Including your murders?"

"Narcissism is a trait of human nature,
Inspector. Our fallen nature. We train ourselves to humbleness and
modesty, but pride always creeps through. It's the original
sin."

"Did you bring me here for a sermon?"

"Just shedding some light in this dark."

"I'm still waiting."

"Don't. On the road to Damascus, that
Paul didn't know what hit him."

He'll be gone tomorrow. I might as well enjoy
this. "Should I be going to Damascus, doctor?"

"In a way. But I think that Damascus might be
coming your way, Inspector. In fact, it's already here."

"What do you mean?"

"Paul was on his way to persecute the
Christians. Instead, he had a revelation."

"And how will I have mine, doctor? Through my
phone perhaps?"

"Through your phone."

"Who called me, Dr Hocas?"

His head hangs down again. "Lazarus."

A Sentinoid guard walks across the far side
of the corridor. All I can hear is my breathing through the oxygen
mask.

"I went to the GCMRD. If Lazarus was there, I
didn't find him."

"Did you speak to Victor Poppleton?
Fascinating little man, isn't he? He understands nothing of
science, yet he defends it like a dog. He reminds me of
Huxley."

"Who?"

"Never mind. So you found out, Paul. You came
back from the dead."

"They brought me back. It's different. How do
you know about this?"

"Just because you couldn't see me, it doesn't
mean I wasn't there."

"What -"

"I designed the Sentinoids, Paul. Do you know
how advantageous that is in a place that is entirely run by
them?"

I sigh. "Like the GCMRD campus?"

"And much more. I told you - machines will
deliver us from ourselves. But it's too late for you."

"Why?"

"You already slit your wrists once. If that
didn't work, machines can do little else."

I won't bother asking how a serial killer has
such intimate knowledge of my doings. Mostly because I really don't
want to know.

It's time to go. This dark is starting to get
to me. It's cold too - maybe that Sentinoid I sent away held a
grudge and lowered the temperature.

"Doctor. Is there anything else you want to
tell me?"

"Yes. I was asked to let you know that your
own revelation is at hand."

"Who asked you? Lazarus?"

"Of course. He wants you to know that he has
been waiting for you for quite a while. But since you did not go to
him, he has now decided to come to you."

"Nice of him to let me know. That's what your
arrest was all about? You are his message boy?"

"Would you prefer it if I called myself a
prophet?"

"It'd be familiar."

"I have my own path to walk, Paul, and this
is the only time it meets with yours. Open your dusty Bible,
Hebrews 13, verse 13."

"Sounds like I should be reading Revelation
instead. Apparently, the dead are rising."

Dr Hocas lifts his head and looks straight at
me, but no human words can describe his smile. "The dead have
already risen, Paul. And they are calling you."

He lowers his head again, and closes his
eyes. As for me, I stand there for a long time, I stand like the
dark is holding me in place, like it has substance and essence and
some kind of life, and finally my legs wobble free and I stagger
away in the dark.

Halfway through the corridor, almost running
for the elevator, I hear a voice - cultured, harsh, gentle, raspy,
resonating right through to my mind and echoing down my spinal cord
- singing the last words of our mutual path, and I am running
through this pit of black, running from it all, chased by legions
of demons of this world and mine.

Movement, they say, is the result of two
forces: Attraction and repulsion.

Sometimes both.

I'm running, but it feels like swimming. Like
coming out for breath.

The elevator is there, just outside the
airlock. Inside, I hit the button and collapse to the floor, his
words still ringing in my ears:

"LONG IS THE WAY, AND HARD, THAT OUT OF HELL
LEADS UP TO LIGHT."

...our prison strong, this huge convex of
fire.

 





 


Twenty Two - Bible
study

Never has my office looked so good.

I won't have any nightmares tonight, because
I won't sleep, packages or not.

My body feels almost as heavy as my soul.

I can't see my wife today. I have to muster
all my strength just to deal with my daughter on the phone
tonight.

Then again, I don't think she can make it any
worse.

I wonder if any of the chemicals at hand can
relieve me: Coffee, alcohol, aspirin.

No.

This is not a problem of the body.

I reach for my holoscreen, and pull up a copy
of the Bible.

Hebrews 13:13.

I stare at it.

No. No - no - no.

Because now I know what Hocas was talking
about. Actually, I think I've known it all along.

Hebrews 13:13.

A detective's mind is like a volcano.

My hand is rubbing my face. It feels old and
tired.

Holographic screens are semi-transparent.
Through the text, I can see Lisa on the phone, dutifully taking
calls long past her working hours.

It's 17:46. Lisa is taking a note, and my
eyes re-focus from her to the passage.

"Therefore let us go forth to Him, outside
the camp, bearing his reproach."

Outside the camp.

Outside.

It's raining.

 





 


Twenty Three -
Driven

My car drives back home, and I just stare out
the windows at the falling raindrops. Most drivers look like this
around this time, that age-old bland face wondering where the past
eight hours have gone, and if it was all worth it.

I'm wondering the exact same thing.

I've been wondering for years.

What a day. And it's still Good Tuesday. In
my long-forgotten past, we used to have a family holiday during
this week. We'd book tickets on the cruiser to Earth. My
grandfather had some property in Greece and left me a cottage he
built there, just outside Athens. They still have a very
traditional Easter there, and it made the holy days seem warmer.
For me, it was a time of renewal, a time when I came back to my
roots as a human, back to the place - the planet - where it all
began.

In the beginning...

I haven't been to Earth since Owen Filks. My
daughter travelled to the cottage last year with some friends, and
when I asked her how it was, she cried and hung up.

How does that Psalm go? The first one. "He
shall be like a tree, planted by the rivers of water..."

If a tree falls and there no-one around to
hear it...

I should be thinking of Francesco Moniz; I
should be thinking about Lazarus, my mystery contact who's out to
find me. My Damascus that is already here, and the dead that are
calling me.

But I'm not. I'm thinking about my cottage in
Greece. I'm thinking about the way the spring rain felt on my
wife's lips, about the smell of Mediterranean salt in her hair,
about a time when she smiled at me and said my name without me
hoping for it, a time when I didn't need to hold her down to be
strapped. And one image, one of those cursed memories, is stuck in
my head, and every time I think of the cottage I see her laughing,
throwing her arms around me and kissing me again and again, and two
little voices from below, shouting "Mommy kissed Daddy!"

Memory is a strange thing.

Remember that.

How much further can I drift from the
cottage? The only smile I felt today came from a serial killer.

Life can be so, so complicated sometimes.

Why are you crying, Paul? Is this the time
for the weeping of the broken cop?

No.

That comes later tonight, around ten.

When I went back to work after my dubious
suicide, after Bernadette declared me fit for duty, at the start of
Blake 2.0, Andrei asked me, "Why did you do it, Paul?"

I said, "Things got to me, boss. We all have
a breaking point." Bernadette talking.

Things got to me. I doubt the eloquent Dr
Hocas could make a better understatement.

Bobby knows about my little green packages;
if Andrei knew, he'd have me suspended. Bad for Metro's image.

Why did I do it? Another wrong question. What
they should be asking is, would I do it again?

I know the answer, and it frightens me.

What a day.

***

My apartment never seemed smaller.

"Hello? Hi, honey, it's me."

"Oh. Hi, Paul."

"Said I'd call you tonight."

"It's half past seven. I thought you'd call
later."

"Well, sorry. Couldn't wait, you know."

"Drop it."

"Is this a bad time?"

"We were having dinner with Jack."

"Oh, I'm sorry. Should I call later?"

"No, it's... it's ok. What did you want?"

"Well, I was wondering if we could get
together one of these days. You know, it's Easter Day this
Sunday..."

There's a silence here, slightly longer than
usual.

Maybe I should hang up.

Hang up, Paul.

The earpiece is still there. Too late.

"Do you really think you can fix things like
this?"

She sounds like her mother.

"Honey -"

"Don't call me that, Paul. Just don't."

"Okay, okay. Didn't mean to upset you."

"Upset me? After all you did to me,
you don't want to upset me? I mean, I put up with your calls
- why do you even bother? You know how pathetic you sound,
pretending that everything can be okay again?"

"Look, I just wanted to say that I'm -"

"SHUT UP! CAN'T YOU JUST GET OUT OF MY
LIFE?"

I'd take UL-6 anytime. I'd take Lazarus
anytime.

Why are you crying, Paul? "I'm sorry. I'M
SORRY!"

She's crying too now, screaming at me, and I
can hear a voice in the background - must be Jack - saying
something: "Calm down, baby, just give me the phone", and my hands
shake so bad I have to clasp them together like prayer.

"Don't you at least want to try? Don't you
think it would be best for both of us if -"

"I found you floating in your own blood! You
martyr! YOU COWARD! We only had each other left, but you just took
the easy way out! I had to pull you out of the bathtub!"

"Honey -"

"You left me!"

This is where I shut up.

"You left me. And now you want us to be
family again? For what? For what?"

Another long pause. I can feel something
dripping down my cheek.

And then. "Goodbye, Paul."

Strangely, she doesn't hang up. There is a
crackle, some shuffling, and then another voice comes on the
line.

It's Jack.

"Mr Blake? Hello? This is Jack
Zwischenhèndler. Are you there?"

Thin air hisses out of my lips. "I'm
here."

"Sir, I really don't mean to interfere, and I
know we've never met, but I think that it would be best if you
didn't call here again."

I close my eyes.

"Mr Blake?"

I open my eyes. "Tell me something, Jack
Zwischenhèndler. What do you know about this?"

"Um, well, she told me the whole story."

"Do you love my daughter?"

He didn't expect this. "Uh, um - yes
sir."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes sir."

"Then I'll make you a deal, Jack
Zwischenhèndler. Take care of my girl - take good care of her, be
good to her and love her because she needs it. If you do that, I
promise not to bother her ever again. Do we have a deal?"

It takes him a moment. "Yes, Mr Blake."

"Good. Now - keep your part of the deal, and
I'll keep mine. Understood?"

"Yes sir."

"'Cause if you don't, if you hurt her, if you
fail to love her, I swear to all that I have left that I will
personally rip your head off your shoulders and stick it on a pike.
Goodbye, Jack."

I hang up before he does.

***

I need to get out. The night is wet and cold,
so I throw my coat on and hit the streets.

I just lost my daughter. I just lost the last
connection I had to my family.

You left me. After all of Bernadette's
New Age crap, it was my daughter who resolved the issue.

You left me, you coward.

You should have stayed in the house, you
coward.

I left my daughter.

My daughter left me.

I left my son.

My wife simply left.

I stop and stare at the evening traffic,
coming and going, happy and sad, all caught in the same lame game
of survival, living and dying.

Something collapsed inside me and left me
deflated.

I have nothing left.

I have nothing left.

There is a sense of freedom when you've lost
it all.

I can't cry anymore. I can't scream anymore.
I slit my wrists and that didn't deliver me.

You martyr!

My feet are moving, but I don't know where
they're taking me. I don't care anymore. Because I can't even ask
those questions about meaning and points of no return. I already
killed myself once and Patrick Donahue brought me back. If that
didn't work, what will?

Night is falling fast. It's already nine.

Would you do it again, Paul?

Traffic comes and goes. I've never seen the
world like this before. A man sits on the pavement, wrapped in a
blanket, mumbling to himself.

A couple of prostitutes strut their stuff
across the street. One of them works the till at my local
supermarket. She catches me looking, and blows me a kiss.

If only she knew.

Somewhere else a group of youngsters - about
my daughter's age - head for their regular club outing. They shout,
they tease, they laugh and make the noise of the herd, on its way
for the hunt and the mating.

An old couple watches them from the
sidewalks, and shake their heads. Those kids today.

It's human traffic. And somewhere in there,
at the place where paths converge and diverge, you will find me,
staring at the night with my new eyes, empty inside, tired outside,
and you can ask me if I would do it again.

It doesn't matter how high you fall from.
When you hit bottom, it hurts the same.

And this is not a problem of the body. What I
asked myself in the elevator on my way to UL-6, what I need to
review right now, is where I stand on the Divine.

Why? Because in this life of clichÄs, in this
life of the herd, I need to follow through. And in the journey of
my life, I need to find a way, even if it is not mine
anymore.

What does God have to do with this? Nothing?
Everything?

I'll say everything. But I see nothing.

Destiny? Free will? Where is our Higher
Consciousness? Where be our gibes now?

Somewhere through the clutter, past those
clouds, there must be a light.

Why?

Because when I look up, all I see is
dark.

I was raised to believe in God, but they
forgot to teach me to trust Him. I suppose that's religion. Because
right now something is growing inside me, and it's not faith. It's
not worship. It's not anger, bitterness, or rebellion.

It doesn't have a name.

What do I believe about God? It's an honest
question, because I have no pretensions left.

The man in the blanket is looking at me, he's
waving his hands and shouting something.

He's shouting something.

I just stare at him because in that split
second I know what he's saying, I feel the lights behind me, I know
I can't do anything about it, and I know that I don't want to.

Take me.

The tires screech on the road, the emergency
brakes pound with force, and then I'm rolling over the car, rolling
over the hood, over the glass roof - it's one of those new sport
models, red I think - I roll off and I feel that beautiful
sensation of flying for that snap instant before gravity kicks in
and I hit the ground again.

Lights blur, fade out and fade back in.

I see my breath hanging in the air, the
ground up close and personal, and legs running toward me.

It was good while it lasted.

A woman's voice over me: "Is he okay?"
Someone touches me, and it hurts.

"Hey man, can you hear me?"

I can't answer. Normally, I'd call it shock.
But it's so much more than that.

More voices. I close my eyes.

"Is he dead?"

Yes. I am.

"He's still breathing."

"What happened?"

"He just stepped out on the road. I swear I
didn't see him coming."

"You were speeding, mate."

"No, no, there's Speed Control on this street
- is there?"

"Nope."

"Oh. Oh, man." Closer now. "Hey, fella, how
you feeling? Tell me you're alright, buddy."

Time to rejoin the human comedy: "I'm
alright, buddy."

And I start laughing, lying there on the
street, a dozen people freaking out over me, and I'm laughing until
that hurts too, laughing myself silly, laughing and crying,
a Metropolitan Chief Inspector in the gutter.

Andrei would certainly not approve.

"What's wrong with him? Should I, like, call
an ambulance, man?"

"Better do. Never seen 'em laugh before."

I draw breath and grab somebody's arm. "Help
me up."

Help me up.

"You sure, man? I don't know if we should
move you yet - you might have broken something -"

"Just help me up. I'm fine."

Gently, people pull me to my feet while I
continue to giggle.

I can make out faces now, my fellow humans
staring at me, some kindly, some apathetic, some amused, and one
guy - the driver, I assume - absolutely terrified and still
babbling.

"I'm really sorry. I didn't see you there,
you just stepped out from the sidewalk, I thought there was Speed
Control here, I was coming in from the highway..."

I absolve him with a wave of my hand. "Okay.
It's okay. It's my fault. I should've watched where I was going."
And I keep on giggling.



"You sure? I mean, how do you feel? Anything
broken?"

I move my limbs, still snickering. "Nothing I
can tell."

"You want me to drive you to a hospital?"

"No. Never mind. I've had worse."

I've had worse.

Someone steps in my field of view, and I can
taste something salty in my mouth.

"Sir, you're bleeding. Why don't you come
over inside, and we can help you get cleaned up?"

Inside?

"At the church. We can get you some First
Aid."

Church?

"It's just over there. You look pretty bad,
sir."

I creak my neck around and look at where he's
pointing.

It is a church.

How did I get here? I don't remember passing
any churches.

"The car knocked you over the corner. From
over there."

I follow his finger again, and blood spills
when my mouth hangs open.

It's over a hundred feet away. I flew over a
hundred feet.

My mouth feels dry, but blood sprays out when
I start laughing again.

"I just can't die, can I? Stupid bunny."

"Excuse me?"

"Nothing. Let's go to church."

***

It's a big building, in the tradition of the
old cathedrals of Earth, but simpler. Rows of pews, and a long
aisle in the middle leading up to a pulpit. Behind it, on the wall,
hangs a large cross with ? and ╜ on either side.

"Is that wood?"

He stops to see what I'm talking about. He
smiles. "Yes, it is. I made it on Earth."

"Very nice. We don't see much wood on this
rock."

"Not real wood, no. This is from Germany.
Take a seat, I'll bring the First Aid kit."

He disappears into a small back room, and I
sit myself gingerly on a pew. I'm a right mess - blood on my coat,
my trousers are torn. My right wrist hurts - I must have twisted it
on my fall - and I can feel cuts on my back and shoulders.

This is going to hurt tomorrow.

My mouth still feels dry, and I'm glad I
don't have to spit blood again. My hands still have the shakes from
the shock. Even my vision is a little bleary, foggy spots coming
and going every time I blink.

And yet, I feel worse inside.

It's quiet in here. There is something about
it, something about the frugality of the hall, the simple
adornments on the walls - children's drawings on one side - the
absence of that pomp and circumstance that has leeched upon
Christianity for centuries.

It looks like a place of faith. That's
it.

Footsteps behind me, and I turn. He's
carrying a small red box - standard issue First Aid kit - and a
jug.

He sits next to me, opens the box, and
searches the contents. He's about my age, but looks younger than I
do. Less dying, I suppose. He's well-built, but as I take a closer
look, I realise that his right arm has a slightly different texture
to the other.

"That's a bio-prosthetic, isn't it?"

He stops and turns his right palm around.
"Yes."

"Mind if I ask what happened?"

He smiles, and it's genuine. "I used to be a
UAF pilot."

"UAF? The United Air Force?"

"That's the one. I fought on the BlackStar
war."

"You're kidding."

He pulls out some bandages. "I wish I was. I
lost my arm in the StarHawk attack. Do you know about it? Hold
still."

"Yeah, I think. Wasn't that the last
battle?"

He laughs. "No, but it sure was for me."

"What happened?"

"The StarHawk crew blew up their cruiser
before we closed in. I was in the first assault wave, and the
shockwave caught my destroyer, and blasted me out of the defence
line."

I have no idea what that means, but it sounds
bad. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be. I think of it as God's will."

"Um."

He smiles, and ties some ice in a bioplaster.
I take it and put it on my face, where something is swelling.

It feels good.

"I guess I shouldn't complain. You got
blasted in space. I'm still in one piece."

"Oh, bioprosthetics are very sophisticated.
With its tissue integration system, I can't even tell that it's
there. Besides, that happened almost a decade ago. It's grown on
me."

"So I guess you left the UAF."

"Something like that. While recovering, I
decided to go to Bible school."

"Just like that?"

He grins. "Would you prefer it if I said that
God sent me?"

"Um."

"A good man at the UAF hospital shared the
gospel with me while I was recovering. Hit me harder than the
StarHawk blast. I repented, believed, and decided to follow God's
plans instead of mine."

I feel enormously uncomfortable, and not for
the reasons you'd think.

Push back. "Did you have any
plans?"

He laughs again, easily. I wish I could do
that. "We listen to God more when we realise that we are lost."

Change subject. "So you're in charge of this
church?"

"I'm just the pastor. I let God be in
charge."

I look at the cross and feel nothing. "You
and God seem to have things worked out pretty well."

"It's more than just a live-well deal. It's
forgiveness. Redemption. It's love - God's love for people who
never did and never will deserve it." He follows my gaze to the
wooden cross. "And it certainly makes more sense than blowing
people up across the galaxy. Here, have some water. It'll wash off
the blood from your mouth."

Icy cold, with a touch of mint, it soothes my
throat. I can feel my voice smooth out, and I swallow something
thick.

"Strange."

"What is?" He's putting things back in the
box.

"Before the car hit me, I... I was thinking
about God."

He doesn't seem surprised, and I'm grateful.
Instead, he leaves the First Aid kit and looks me straight in the
eye. His eyes are olive green.

"Do you believe in coincidences?"

And I start to cry.

 





 


Twenty Four - A flame of
fire

"Bless me, father, for I've sinned."

"What?"

"Isn't that what I'm supposed to say?"

He laughs. "Are you Catholic?"

"No. Actually, I'm not very, uh..."

"Religious?"

"Yeah. So, what do I say?"

He laughs again. "How about your name? I'm
Michael."

"Paul."

"It's a good name. Paul, if you want to talk,
I'm here. But you don't have to confess anything to me. "

"Aren't you supposed to give absolution?"

"Ultimately, sin is between man and God. His
forgiveness is the one that actually matters. But I can listen to
you. Talking is good for the soul."

Good for the soul. That's what I think that
Good Tuesday night, sitting in a church, full of wounds and demons.
I sit there and talk to Michael. It's hard at first, but then I'm
staring at the floor and it all just rolls out. I tell Michael
about Frosty and the truck that nearly killed me; about our Easters
in Greece and the spring rain on my wife's lips; about Owen Filks
and my son on the mattress; about holding down my wife at Central
Cross; about my suicide and the bunny rabbit.

Even about the GCMRD.

Even about my daughter and her angry
farewell.

Even about my life and my death.

I tell him everything.

***

There are more things in Heaven and Earth,
Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

But tell me, Horatio, what have you dreamt
of? Have you dreamt of a place where things make sense? Or maybe a
place where pain has meaning and reason?

A place far away from here.

Because, Horatio, I don't think I can dream
anymore. And if there are things out there that my philosophy and
yours can't figure out, then we are both seriously lost, Horatio -
lost beyond return.

But here's my question, Horatio: When you are
so lost that you can't find your way back home, must you spend your
life trying to retrace your steps? Must you go back? Because from
here, Horatio, from my little niche of existence, it seems so much
easier to simply look for another home.

Do you hear me, Horatio? Do you think that I
can walk into another world? A world where our philosophy is
blasphemy, and where life and death are incompatible?

Because I already tried it, Horatio, and a
bunny rabbit with a big mouth sent me back. And this is where I
should complain; this is where I should ask why I had to be
resurrected back into a life worse than death.

But I don't.

I don't.

Why not?

Would I do it again?

I know the answer and it frightens me,
because the answer is no. And it has nothing to do with therapy.
Nothing to do with Bernadette.

Because I could have done it again so easily.
I carry a handgun. I drive a car. I live alone.

There are so many ways, Horatio, but I
haven't done it again. And I think that I haven't done it again
because I'm looking for a new home.

Maybe God has something to do with it after
all.

***

"...I think that God might have something to
with it after all."

Michael is staring at the floor, listening.
"Why do you say that, Paul?"

"Because He has to. Because there has to be a
meaning to it all."

"Why? To make us feel better?"

"Aren't you supposed to comfort people?"

"No. I'm supposed comfort people with the
truth. But they have to see it first and more often than not, they
don't."

"What truth?"

He looks up, but not at me. Reluctantly, I
follow his eyes to the cross.

"That we are lost, Paul. That we all stand
before God naked, whether we like it or not. And we can do nothing
to help our case."

I sip some water. "You make it sound like a
courtroom."

"That's exactly what it is. You're a police
officer; your entire profession is based on a demand for justice.
Where do you think we got that notion from?"

I shake my head and look at my torn clothes.
I've heard this stuff before. "I think I've paid my fines,
Michael."

He doesn't answer immediately, which means
he's not pitching a sale. Instead, he closes his eyes for a moment,
then opens them and points to the wooden cross. "Then what do you
think that was for?"

And the strangest thing happens. My mouth
opens to offer some Sunday-school answer, but something in my brain
clicks and stops me.

I don't know what.

Something I've barely noticed before.

Michael speaks, and for some reason, I can
hear him. "The death of Christ wasn't just some cheesy act of
martyrdom. It was an act of supreme love. It was God dying in our
place to redeem us from our sentence; it was Him doing for us what
we could never do for ourselves."

My voice echoes in my head. "Why?"

"Because of love, Paul. And it is that love
that you need to deal with before you even begin to ask questions
about what is happening to you."

I can't speak anymore. I whisper. "How?"

"In the most natural way: Repentance and
faith."

"That's natural?"

He smiles. "Yes. When you see the reality of
what God has done for you, it is the most natural response. Which
means that rejecting it, neglecting it or ignoring it can only
deepen your blindness - the blindness in which we are all
born."

I think of the Vita serum. "If we're born
blind, then how do we get to see all this?"

"We can't. Only God can open our eyes."

"So how do I know when He opens mine?"

Michael looks at the floor again, and his
lips move silently for a while before he speaks. "The path back to
God transcends everything. It starts from many places, but it must
leave those places behind. Many have sought God as a way to explain
their suffering; others as a philosophical curiosity; others
because they were told to. But so many have failed."

"Why?"

Michael appears to not hear me. "In
everyone's life, at least once, there comes a time when they come
face to face with God." He turns to me. I don't look back. "I don't
know when that will happen with you."

"I don't understand."

"Not yet. But for now, you must understand
one thing, Paul."

"What's that?"

"That God has already been looking for
you."

It doesn't have a name, Horatio.

"How?"

"Who knows? But it's always when we've lost
everything we can hold onto."

"Why?"

"Because then there are no more
distractions."

"Like when we die?"

Michael bows his head. "Like when we
die."

***

Michael is praying.

I can hear the rain outside, slower now, and
weaker. I don't know how long I've been sitting here - I don't even
know where here is, this church's name. But suddenly, I find it
difficult to move, and it has nothing to do with my injuries.

I've had worse.

I'm afraid that if I move, I'll burst this
safety bubble that has suddenly engulfed me. I feel like I can stay
here forever, quiet and calm, as long as I never move, like a
turtle with my head tucked away inside my shell.

Don't move. It's so good here, so
easy, so real. Whatever's here, I've been longing for it for
years.

I have been longing all my life.

Is this how we are reconciled to God? Is this
my new birth?

Has God found me?

Because, Horatio, there is something I must
tell you: I cheated. I cheated because my own philosophy didn't
figure out the More Things.

I cheated, Horatio. I ventured over to God's
realm and saw your More Things for myself. But unfortunately, I
turned up uninvited and death has a no-admittance policy for
party-crashers.

But I saw something, Horatio, something quick
and fleeting, something that I can't grab from the pieces of my
memory no matter how hard I try, but I know it's there, I know it's
there because sometimes I dream of it, Horatio, sometimes I have it
there right in front of me, beautiful, glorious, pure, everything
this world isn't, and I have to wonder, Horatio, if somehow I
managed to break into God's realm and catch a glimpse of it before
they pulled me back out.

Has God found me? I've sure tried to get
noticed.

Michael speaks. "Your journey is not
finished, Paul. That's why you were sent back."

"I wasn't sent back. They brought me back.
There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"So I've been told."

Silence. Then I ask the question.

"Where do I go now, Michael?"

His eyes are so bright that his answer
doesn't irritate me. "God will lead you."

He's already doing that, isn't He, Michael,
Horatio, Faithful Reader?

I'm being led.

Above the wooden cross, written in scarlet
copperplate, is my last Latin for this Good Tuesday.

I turn to ask Michael something, but he's
gone.

I'm not surprised. I thought that the war
story was pretty good. And the bioprosthetic was a nice touch.

Above the wooden cross, in an empty church of
angels unaware, are three words I haven't heard in a long time,
three words that I don't have the strength to cry out or even utter
anymore, three words that I just burn in my mind next to Victor
Poppleton, the Sentinoids, Francesco Moniz, Dr Hocas and
Lazarus.

DONA NOBIS PACEM.

Give us peace.

 





 


Twenty Five - Good
Wednesday

Faces stare at me as I walk out of the
elevator. Being hit by a car still shows the next morning, 2094 or
not. I just nod and walk as straight as I can. The fact that I
didn't sleep last night doesn't help.

Lisa Raymer is there, already on the phone,
fresh and alive, five minutes before her working hours begin.

She should be Chief Inspector, not me.

I try to walk past her quick, but she looks
up to tell me something.

"Paul, there's a guy calling from Security,
he wants to know if - my goodness, are you alright?"

"Good morning, Lisa."

She's already up, two feet shorter than me,
staring at my face. It's good to see someone care. "Did you get in
a fight?"

It hurts, but I actually smile. How do I
answer that? "I got hit by a car."

Wide brown eyes. "Did you go to a
hospital?"

"No, I... I went to church."

"What?"

"Nothing. I'll be fine - the swelling's
already gone down."

She shakes her head. "You look terrible,
Paul. Maybe you should take the day off. Really."

"No - no, I'd rather work. Really."

"You sure?"

"Who's on the phone?"

"Huh? Oh, it's someone from Security - yes,
hello again. Inspector Blake just walked in. I'll patch it through
to your office, Paul."

"Thanks. I'll take it."

I set the coffee to "EXTRA STRONG" and pick
up the Coms earpiece. "This is Chief Inspector Blake."

"Hello, Inspector. This is Alfred Lang from
Security."

I throw my coat to the hanger and it catches
it in midair. "What can I do for you Mr Lang?"

"Well, sir, I have a message here from a
Senior Inspector Jeanne KÜder, complaining that you have breached
protocol."

My head is still fuzzy. Where's that coffee?
"I don't understand."

"Neither do I. The message here says that you
have visited a prisoner arrested by Ms KÜder, without previously
requesting permission."

Oh. It's all coming back now.

"I see. Did Inspector KÜder mention which
prisoner?"

There's a brief silence here, as if Alfred is
wondering if I'm putting him on. "We're talking about Alexander
Hocas, sir. Inspector KÜder arrested him yesterday - it was on the
news..."

"I didn't catch the news yesterday, Alfred,
I'm sorry. Look, there's no breach of protocol here. I'm a Chief
Inspector - senior to Inspector KÜder - and I have right-of-access
to any prisoner I deem necessary. I can quote you from the
regulation book, but I think it's pretty obvious."

Coffee's ready. Tastes good.

"But Inspector KÜder -"

"It's called a collar, Alfred."

"Excuse me?"

"Inspector KÜder busted Hocas, and she
doesn't want to share the limelight. We all do it. Anything
else?"

Another brief pause. "Sir, Inspector KÜder's
complaint isn't my problem here. I know that you did not breach
protocol - I've been on Security for thirty years."

"So then -"

"My problem, sir, is that I have no evidence
of your visit."

"But I signed in with the Sentinoids."
Actually, the coffee needs some sugar.

"That's the thing. There is no log entry of
your visit to UL-6."

There's another silence here, but not from
Alfred.

"What are you talking about? I signed in with
them."

"I'm not arguing, Mr Blake. I'm just
confused. When I got Inspector KÜder's message, I checked the UL-6
log entries - I mean, how many people actually go down there?"

"And?"

"And the last entry is Hocas' transfer into
the cells yesterday at 14:28, after he was arrested at the Space
Port. Had to do it fast, considering who we were dealing with."

"But I went to see him around 17:00."

"Well, officially, you didn't."

"That's absurd. There must be some glitch or
something."

"That's what I thought. So I went to UL-6
myself to check with the Sentinoids."

"And?"

"And they don't seem to have any memory
entries of your visit."

"Oh, I only saw one, there's about a dozen of
them down there -"

"I know. That's why I checked them all.
Besides, they have shared memory, with real-time data exchange. You
know, what one knows, they all know."

"What about Hocas? Why don't you ask
him?"

"He was deported at 6 am this morning.
They're sending him back to Earth."

I stare at the wall.

"You see the problem, sir."

"Yes. Yes, I do."

The problem is that log entries and Sentinoid
memories don't just disappear. Now, I would more than happy to
assume that I've finally qualified for the Central Cross Psycho
Ward, but hallucinations are never, by definition, shared by two
people. And in this case, I seem to be sharing one with one
Inspector KÜder.

That is the problem, and Alfred understands
it well enough to keep quiet over the phone. Alfred has been on
Security for thirty years and wants a pension, so he's staying out
of this. Which prevents me from asking him the question I want.

How does Inspector KÜder know?

"Okay, Alfred. I think it's best I take this
up with Inspector KÜder."

"Yes, sir. I think it's best."

"Could you forward me her details, please? I
don't think I know her."

"Sure thing, Mr Blake. Thank you, sir."

"Thank you, Alfred."

A knock on the door and Bobby marches in
while perusing a holodocument floating in front of him. "'Morning,
sir, we have an update on the - did you get in a fight?"

I wave him to sit. "Rough night, Bobby."

"What happened?"

"What's the update?"

"Huh? Oh, we got face reconstruction sketches
of the two men that went into the Berks apartment."

I have to think for a second. Tuesday seems
so far away. "The head people."

"Yup. Them. We fed the sketches into the
database and one of them gave us an instant hit."

I close my eyes and rub them. "Please don't
tell me it was Patrick Donahue."

"What are you talking about? He died on
Monday, remember? No, we got a positive ID on Clarence Eideteker,
the missing poet."

"The missing gothic poet."

"Him. One of the reconstruction artists is
into poetry, and actually recognised the sketch before. But we
confirmed it with the database too."

"What about the other one?"

"Nothing yet. We've made him public, so we're
waiting. You know, you really look bad."

"Um. Look, this thing is turning into a right
mess. We started with a dead woman on Monday and since then we've
added another body and a head to the mix. I want to get to the
bottom of this."

"We're trying, boss. This isn't exactly a
textbook case."

"And what case is, Bobby? I'd really like to
know."

He stares at me for a moment. "What's wrong,
Paul?"

I drink coffee.

"Okay. What is specifically wrong
today?"

I tell him. After last night, it's somehow
easier, in a detached kind of way. By the time I finish, Bobby has
shut the door, pulled up a chair, and sat across me. I see all this
without looking at him.

Bobby bites his lower lip. "So... you think
that's it? She won't speak to you again?"

"I don't know. I mean, I knew it was going to
come to this. She hates me. My daughter hates me."

"She doesn't hate you, Paul. She's just a
kid, and she's scared. And she has good reason for it."

"Her father floating in his blood."

"I didn't say anything."

"Yeah, well, you don't have to. Look, I
actually think it's for the best. Maybe it's better that we got it
out in the open, maybe it's good that she yelled at me and let it
out."

Bobby nods, carefully. "She needs some
space."

"She's got the whole galaxy. Maybe one day
she'll come back."

"I hope so, Paul, I hope so. Look, don't
worry about this case. We'll bust it open just like all the others.
As soon as we track down this Eideteker guy, we'll get some
answers."

"Maybe he'll come visit us, like Donahue
did."

"Paul..."

"I'm just saying, I'm running out of
suits."

"Okay. I have to head down to Forensics and
see what they've done with Moniz's head. Did you know he was
loaded? I mean, really rich."

"Andrei told me that he was a - a
high-roller. Charities, clubs, the works. What was he, a
neurosurgeon?"

"Yeah. I read a bit about his work -
apparently, he became famous for some groundbreaking work after the
BlackStar War. He - get this - managed to 'remove' traumatic
memories from soldiers."

"Nothing new, Bobby. People have been trying
it since the 30s."

"Well, apparently this guy pulled it off. The
article I read said he treated over six hundred UAF pilots and
soldiers - and all without side-effects."

"That's impressive. So he made a fortune out
of it?"

"Nope. After the war, he opened his own
clinic, but never carried out another procedure like that."

"Why not?"

Bobby shrugs. "It's hazy. The urban legend is
that he worked for the GCMRD for a while before going private. I
wouldn't be surprised - the UAF and the Committee have always
scratched each other's backs."

"Good homework, Bobby."

He shrugs. "I try."

"Alright, so what does all this have to do
with his head in the freezer?"

"Well, that's what we hope to find out from
Forensics. Oh, by the way, Behavioural Sciences identified the
handwriting on Moniz's forehead as Eideteker's. Guess our poet ran
out of paper."

"Anything from the actual lyrics?

"Not really. They don't know what to make of
it. But they're pretty sure it's Eideteker's writing."

"So he's our man. Poet turned Van
Helsing."

"What?"

"Never mind. Get going on that report, and
keep me posted on the mystery face. We need to know who the other
guy was. Make sure you check the with the Unidentified Persons
database. He could be off the grid."

"Yes, sir." He gets up to leave, and my
holoscreen beeps with a message from Alfred Lang. It's the info on
Inspector Jeanne KÜder.

"Hey, Bobby?"

"Yeah?"

"You wouldn't happen to know -"

Lisa pops her head through the door. "Paul.
Chief Viskow wants to see you right away."

"Is it urgent?"

She taps her earphone. "He's asking why you
haven't left yet."

It's urgent.

 





 


Twenty Six - Higher
calling

Andrei's office, but not Andrei's voice.

"Inspector Blake. Please, come in." The man
speaking to me is standing, well-dressed, and positively
commanding. He towers over Andrei, who's sitting at his desk with
the palest face I have ever seen.

For a moment, they both stare at my face, but
none of them asks the question.

"Please, sit. I'm sorry to drag you from your
work on such short notice - and I know how important your work is -
but it is exactly your work that I - we - would like to
discuss. Please, sit."

I look at Andrei, and he looks at me. Then I
take a seat, gently. Hearing "your work" three times in a single
sentence is like a hearing a time-bomb tick.

"I trust you have some time."

"Of course."

"And I trust you know who I am."

"Yes, Mayor."

"Good. Now, Paul - can I call you Paul? -
Paul, you are probably aware of the fact that these murders in the
past two days have caused quite a stir in, let's say, the City's
upper echelons."

"I was not aware of that." Andrei shoots me a
look.

"Oh? Well, it's quite a buzz. And it follows,
logically, that your investigation is watched with, let's say,
great interest."

"I was not aware of that either."

Jason Templar, 38th City Mayor, is
by far the fattest man I have ever seen. A tabloid last year wrote
about an "alleged" visit he made to a weight management clinic
while he was supposed to be on annual leave to Earth. The
journalist claimed that "valid sources" reported that the Mayor
weighed in at 398 pounds and weighed out after two weeks at 350. A
month later, the tabloid went bankrupt and the journalist went
missing.

And yet, Mr Templar never appears slothful:
He gives interviews strolling through parks, he delivers his
speeches standing, he walks everywhere, he dances at parties and
receptions long after everyone else has collapsed. His critics say
that he's in denial about his obesity; his supporters say that he
inspires people by not letting his problem weigh him down, no pun
intended.

Never underestimate the power of symbols.

I say that if he keeps going this way,
we'll have to order him a custom-sized fridge for the morgue. And I
doubt Victor Poppleton has enough Vita serum to put him in - or
shoot him up with.

Jason Templar, 38th City Mayor, is
studying me closely from behind his thick eyelids, working me out.
I know he's willing himself to ignore my bruised face, and I'm
pretty sure Andrei has already given him an informative prÄcis on
my person, work, and family "situation".

It just hits me that I dislike them both.
Maybe it's just the pain - all the pain.

"Alright, Paul. I'm going to be as
forthcoming as I can. Francesco Moniz was a valuable member of our
society - a society, may I add, that lacks individuals of such
quality and calibre. Now, you are probably thinking that I am
mostly concerned about the political implications of Dr Moniz's
murder, and, for all intents and purposes, you would be right to
think so. But just like politics, there is more here than meets the
eye. Now, with what I am about to tell you, I am placing a great
deal of trust in you; and I only do so because you already have
gained Chief Viskow's trust."

I look at Andrei. Andrei nods.

"I trust you will not betray our trust?"

"Unless duty asks it, Mayor."

He smiles, and his podgy cheeks roll up. "An
intelligent man. Chief Viskow warned me about you."

"More than meets the eye, sir."

He claps enthusiastically. "Ha! I love
a good wordplay - you won't believe how dull my colleagues
are."

"I'm sure that's not true."

"You're right. They're not dull - just
obsequious. Servile. But you", he thrusts a sausage-fat finger at
me, "you are a stand-alone man; the archetypical detective. And
that's what we're we here for."

"I'm still not clear on that, Mayor."

"Okay. Listen. Moniz made his career after
the BlackStar War, treating wounded UAF personnel."

"Erasing 'traumatic memories'."

Templar's eyebrows arch, lifting the layers
of his forehead. "I'm impressed, Paul. You are good."

"It's in the news."

"Mmm. But there are other aspects of Dr
Moniz's work that are not public knowledge. Did you know that he
worked for the GCMRD?"

"Yes."

"But do you know what he did there?"

"No, sir."

"I'm relieved. Dr Moniz was the first to use
our penal system for, let's say, scientific work."

"Excuse me?"

Templar looks at Andrei, who looks at him.
Then they both look back at me.

"Moniz's work on the soldiers was not without
failures, Paul. Side-effects. It seems that even with the knowledge
we have today, we still can't completely control the human
brain."

"What happened?"

Templar shifts his bulk and looks out of the
window. If it's for drama effect, it's lost on me.

"Some of his patients became... unstable.
Aggressive. Violent. The complete opposite of the old lobotomies -
it seemed that in these people, the surgical procedure caused a
higher release of adrenalin, serotonin -"

"I'm not a doctor, sir."

"Neither am I. But I had to do some reading
on it - I can't afford to appear ignorant."

"And what of the patients?"

"They became unsustainable. We couldn't
contain them."

"'We?'"

He turns to me again. "Oh, come on, Paul!
Don't act so surprised. City Hall and the GCMRD have been
collaborating for years."

"It's the nature of that collaboration that
eludes me, Mayor."

He shrugs. "When Dr Moniz realised that the
patients were beyond his healing powers, he proposed to the GCMRD a
series of simple lobotomy procedures - the old kind - to minimise
the danger of the patients to others and to themselves."

I nod. My head still hurts. "But the GCMRD
had a better idea."

"A more cost-effective idea: Disposal. They
came to us with a request to erase or alter the patients' records
of birth from the Galactic Database."

"They had to ask permission? Couldn't they do
it themselves?"

"It was the eighties, Paul. They didn't have
the power they have today. Anyway, I had an even better idea. We
were getting some bad press at the time, about the Outcast. You
remember, lobby groups complaining about human rights violations,
lawsuits about mistreatment of convicted criminals and so
forth."

"They're all surprisingly quiet these
days."

He smiles. "Given enough time, people will
get used to anything. Besides, the Outcast system was still new.
Today, its advantages have become clearer."

"So you decided to throw out Moniz's
aggressive patients?"

"Yes."

"How would that help with the bad press?"

"I issued a statement claiming that we were
going to send out a search party for the Outcast. Their mission was
to locate the Outcast, make contact with them, and offer medical
treatment and support - even perhaps negotiate the return for some.
The party was going to be our link with the Outcast, our
'outstretched arms' of humanity. It shut everyone up."

"Two birds with one stone. Except that the
search party was a group of mentally unstable ex-soldiers."

He claps again, lost in exciting memories.
"Exactly. I don't like to brag, but it was brilliant. We'd
alleviate the bad press, satisfy both conservatives and liberals,
and lose Moniz's patients before the media figured them out."

"Because they wouldn't stand a chance out
there."

"Come on, Paul! You sound like a moralist -
an intelligent man like you. These patients were gone, expen-
dangerous to maintain and pointless to treat. At least they
would help us stabilise a volatile political situation that - as
I'm sure you remember - nearly tore the City apart."

"I remember that you emerged unscathed."

He waves a hand. "It would have been better
if it had gone according to plan."

"Something went wrong?"

He puffs air, and some of it hits me in the
face. Behind the minty freshness, it's bacon and eggs he had for
breakfast.

"We lost contact with the patients. Just like
that. The GCMRD people dropped them off at Point X, two hundred and
sixty miles north of the City. They all headed north for a week,
and then our satellites lost them."

"Lost them?"

"That's right. Disappeared from our screens
and scanners."

"And you didn't send anyone after them?"

"Have you been listening, Paul? We wanted to
get rid of them, and we did. Not to mention we got in good with the
media. The patients were made into heroes, and the rest of us,
well, we reaped the benefits."

"Another term in office?"

"You know, I expected you to be less
cynical."

"My apologies, Mayor. I'm in pain."

"Aren't we all."

"Why are you telling me all this, sir?"

Templar and Andrei exchange glances again,
but this time only the Mayor turns back to me. Andrei watches him
for a little while longer, and then swivels his chair to look out
of the window. North.

"We thought that this information would
assist your investigation. Put it in, let's say, the right
context."

I actually laugh here, nervously and
briefly.

"You don't believe me, Paul?"

"Forgive me, sir. I just don't get such,
let's say, perks in my line of work."

"I see. Well, I want you to know that my
office is at your disposal. Anything you need. We want this killer,
Paul. We want him, dead or alive. Francesco Moniz was a valuable
member of our society - a society, may I add, that lacks
individuals of such quality and calibre. People like him cannot
just be beheaded and have their heads stuffed in a freezer. Do you
understand?"

"Perfectly, sir."

He watches me closely. "Good", he says
slowly. "Now, if there's anything you need, I want you to contact
me personally."

"Thank you, sir."

"Well, I'd wish you luck, but I know you
don't rely on it. Good day, gentlemen."

Andrei and I stand up in unison. "Good day,
sir."

Templar walks three surprisingly light steps
and turns around. "I was wondering about your face, Paul. Did you
get in a fight?"

I laugh again and look at the floor. "Yes,
sir. I got in a fight."

***

It takes me a while before I can look at
Andrei. When I finally turn, I'm thankful to see him staring out of
the window again.

I sit back down and wait for him to speak. It
takes a long time.

Then he swivels back at me and lays in. "What
was all that about?"

"I was just about to ask you the same
question."

"I'm talking about your attitude.

"He seemed to appreciate it."

"He's the Mayor, in case you forgot. Pays
your salary."

"And his colleagues are dull, obsequious, and
servile." Andrei shakes his head, which means that there are more
important issues to tend to. So I jump in.

"He was sizing me up, wasn't he?"

"In a way."

"What's going on, Andrei?"

"I think the Mayor made that very clear. He
wants you to sort out the Moniz case."

"Mmm. He could've called."

"Paul..."

"Or video-linked from his office. This
is 2094, you know."

"So he did you the honour of paying you a
visit. What's wrong with that?"

I laugh again. I don't know what's gotten
into me. "You taught me how to read a lie, boss. And I'm reading
one right now."

"Why did you go to the GCMRD yesterday
afternoon?"

"What?"

"I can read lies too, Paul. Why'd you
go?"

I sit back. "I was in the neighbourhood."

Silence, long and heavy. The angry kind.

"Fine. Patrick Donahue told me that I killed
Laura Berks last year. On my birthday. Now, I checked the log for
that date, and the Philippa Bergen case came up. You remember, the
one at the Space Port with the micronuke."

"Go on."

"...so, Philippa Bergen worked at the GCMRD,
Patrick Donahue worked at the GCMRD, Laura Berks worked at the
GCMRD, Donahue killed Laura Berks - I just had to go over
there and ask some questions. What's the problem?"

"You should have told me."

"Since when do I have to detail my
investigative procedures to you?"

He shouts. "When they involve surprise visits
to the GCMRD, Paul. There's a lot at stake here, more than you
understand."

"I'm working hard, chief. It's not like I'm
getting any help."

"I don't know what you mean."

"You knew that they brought me back, didn't
you?"

Andrei doesn't answer. He stares at me, then
he looks down at his desk and then turns back to the window. A
psychologist could write a paper just from all that.

I talk to his back. "I thought so. Let me
hazard a guess, boss. Not only you knew, but you also had something
to do with it."

Silence.

"What was it, Andrei? My daughter found me
dead, she called the ambulance, and I wound up in the LAZARUS lab
of the GCMRD."

Andrei breathes, but still says nothing.

"Somebody had to organise all that. Somebody
had to pull those strings - somebody with some leverage. Was it
you?"

He shakes his head.

"Andrei. Was it you?"

A crackle of a voice. "Man, you've really
done it, haven't you, Paul? You've put your life through the
blender. Ever since Owen Filks, you've fallen apart. To pieces. And
I've tried to help you as much as I can."

"I never asked for -"

"Shut up. I've trained you, mentored you,
taught you everything I know, because... because I saw you more
than just a colleague."

"Then what? A friend? Your long-lost
brother?"

He spins around and looks at me sharply. I
hit a nerve there, but he won't concede the point.

"Maybe, Paul. Maybe. I don't know. But you're
not the only one here who knows about loss."

"Is this going somewhere?"

"I'll tell you. I had Donahue bring you back
when you killed yourself; I had Bernadette Williams treat you; I
convinced Metro to re-instate you and kept your suicide quiet; I
gave you three open-and-close cases just to elevate your rate. And
you know why?"

"Unrequited love?"

"Because we need you. Because you're good at
what you do. Because this whole city is falling to pieces and
you're prancing around like a drama queen. You lost your boy, Paul.
That's hard. That hurts. But you don't just call it quits like
that. You don't just throw away everything you are, everything you
have. You use it. You use it to fight back."

"Is this your version of a pep talk?"

Andrei slams his fist on the desk and jumps
up from his chair so hard that it shoots back and slams on the
glass window.

Now we're getting somewhere.

"SHUT UP! YOU UNGRATEFUL BRAT, YOU BLOODY
LOSER, YOU PATHETIC WASTE OF LIFE -"

I am surprisingly calm through all this.
Sticks and stones.

"... YOU THINK YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE WITH THE
RIGHT TO QUIT, YOU THINK YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE WHO'S HURTING -"

Once upon a time, Chief Andrei Viskow had a
younger brother. They came to the City after the Venus Colony
Massacre back in the mid-50's. Parents killed, family and friends
slaughtered by the UAF. Different times. Anyway, the two boys
managed to escape hidden in a trade ship, and worked their way
here. They were close, and, as these stories usually go, Andrei
looked out for his younger sibling.

"... I KNOW WHAT IT IS TO -"

And then his brother decided to join the
UAF.

I think, Faithful Reader, that you know where
this is going.

Andrei would have none of it; not hard to
understand, considering what the UAF had done to his homeland. But
his brother was more open-minded and stubborn, and the two of them
had a fallout. A bad one - a rumour claims that a knife was
involved, but I can't confirm that. In any event, Andrei lost his
brother to the UAF, and with him some more of his already tenuous
faith in mankind.

"YOU'RE ONLY THINKING ABOUT YOURSELF -"

The story goes that Dmitri Viskow, Andrei's
little brother, was wounded in a battle and died shortly
afterwards. His older brother never visited him at the hospital,
and didn't attend the funeral.

"YOU DON'T APPRECIATE ANYTHING I'VE DONE FOR
YOU -"

He's not shouting at me anymore, of course.
I'm just waiting.

We all have problems.

***

The man in the white uniform scratches his
nose and coughs. "What happened to your face? Did you get in a
-"

"Yes. Is he going to be alright?"

"I'm just a paramedic, Mr Blake. You should
check with the hospital."

"The way he collapsed, it looked like a
stroke."

"Probably. Were you with him at the
time?"

"Yes. Where are they taking him?"

"Central Cross. It's over at -"

"I know. Aren't you supposed to ride with
him?"

"Not today. I'm just filing report and that's
my shift."

"Lucky you."

"Yeah, well. Anything else you want to tell
me, Inspector?"

The ambulance screams, unfolds its wings and
flies away, the traditional red light flashing in the distance.
"Nothing that will help the ER."

"Uh-huh. Last thing he said?"

"Why do you ask?"

He packs up his tablet. "Might be the last
thing he ever says, that's all."

I nod. "He mentioned his dead brother."

Before he leaves, the man in the white
uniform turns around. "Guess you guys just got a little busier
today."

I fiddle with the disc in my pocket, and I
know that Andrei is going to die.

"Nope. Just me."

***

By the time I finally manage to settle back
into my office, it's almost 17:00. I've called Central Cross
sixteen times, and now I've passed the job on to Lisa.

There are more important issues to tend
to.

I lock my office, switch on the "DO NOT
DISTURB" sign, and turn the windows fully opaque. Then I pull the
disc out of my pocket and stare at it a long time - not because
there's anything peculiar about it, but because there's nothing
peculiar about it.

I can almost hear ominous music in the
background. Maybe I should put on some Bach - Toccata and Fugue in
D minor would do fine.

Maybe I shouldn't do this. Maybe I should
just destroy it and call it a day.

But I can't, and I know I can't. Because I
tried to leave and they brought me back. Because I am so far away
from home that I'm looking for another one, and because there are
so many other things that I haven't figured out, with or without a
philosophy.

Let's not complicate things. After all, I'm a
cop, I'm a human, and just because I don't like the music it
doesn't mean that nobody else can dance.

Somewhere else, this is called Purpose.

Somewhere else, this is called Altruism.

Somewhere else, this is called Sacrifice.

Somewhere else, this is called Duty.

But right here, this is called Survival. And
apparently, I do it very well. Better than I thought.

I insert the disc into my console and turn
the holoscreen on. I disable all monitoring and backup programs,
and cut the live link to the Metro's main computer. My office is as
secure as it can be.

I press "OPEN".

Letters, words, phrases.

Here we go.

 





 


Twenty Seven - Letters,
words, phrases

Do you fear me? Should you?

What is your Great Fear? Your Great Desire?
These are the two edges in which every soul is trapped.

Have you lost? If you have, it's not because
you don't have answers, but because you don't seek them. But those
answers can raise you out of the horrible dark and into the light,
the light that you can't comprehend now.

But you will see. You will see when you see
me.

Who am I? I'm just the messenger. Second
rate, second class, but first after the one.

Who am I? I am. That is all you need to know
now. Because we are about to walk the narrow and sorrowful and hard
path, my friend, my brother, a path that is crooked like the human
soul. Twisted like our time in history.

Who am I? You know me. And we all fear the
unknown, don't we?

But I am someone else too. I am someone new
because I have taken a new name. And this name, my real self, you
do not know.

This is where my new life has started. Take a
look and tell me what you see. Terror? Death? The Rider of the Pale
Horse? The harbinger of Doom, the everlasting Nothing? Chaos of the
purest form?

I am a fledgling amoeba of the fullest
potential. This is an evolution. My metamorphosis. What dark beauty
stands before my humble eyes?

Evil, be thou my Good. Memento mori, my
friend, my brother, see that Death's face on a ring. Hold it in
your splitting mind.

Our Night has decreed it, and so be it. I am
one of many, or many of the one. But my name is not Legion, for I
am one. And this is my time, my age, my kingdom. And like all the
kingdoms before it, it will stand before it falls.

It all starts tonight, here, in my
transfiguration. It all starts here, my friend, my comrade, my
brother. And it will end here, Act One, Scene One.

My revelation 'till I be silent.

***

I should have called it a day.

 





 


Twenty Eight - Simple
math

In my many years on the Force, I've faced
complicated cases. And I am very familiar with the temptation to
overlook things, to go for what seems to be the simplest solution,
Occam's razor, the swiftest and easiest path to justice, although
they train you against such thinking from the moment you set foot
in the Academy. But life is so often made of the sum of our
routines that it's hard to think outside of clichÄs, even for a
supercop Metro Homicide Chief Inspector, soon-to-be General Chief
Inspector, what with the position suddenly vacant.

There is a balance in everything. And if life
is a sum of clichÄs, then it logically follows that at some point
you will come across something exceptional. Like what I'm looking
at right now on my holoscreen while Andrei is checking out at
Central Cross.

Doesn't look like Lisa has had any luck with
the phone.

Normally, I would be concerned about Andrei.
Normally, I would have delegated all work to Lisa and Bobby - where
is Bobby, anyway? - and I would have waited at Central Cross
to find out. I wouldn't have locked myself up in my office.

The problem is, Horatio, that we have moved
well past 'normal' now. And I think that happened when I was
leaning over Andrei on his office's floor and was telling him to
breathe, giving him CPR and shouting for an ambulance, I think it
was somewhere there when he opened his eyes and scared the lights
out of me, somewhere there when his right hand slapped me in the
face and his left hand shoved a data disc in my fist, somewhere
there that we can safely say that we definitely and unequivocally -
as our eloquent Mayor might put it - passed the thin red line
between Normal and whatever lies on the Other Side, all that stuff
that neither my philosophy nor Horatio's has figured out yet.

No more coffee for me. It's pondering
time.

I don't know what this letter means. I don't
know who wrote it, and I don't know why Andrei wanted me to see it.
I did entertain the idea that he had written it himself, but the
more I look at it the more my hunch tells me that he didn't, and
hunch is, after all, what I get paid for.

And yet, it sounds so familiar.

I close my eyes.

Okay - here's how you solve a complicated
case: First, you come up with all your elements. Body count: Laura
Berks, Patrick Donahue, Francesco Moniz. All in two days. Of
course, no-one's died today so far, although Andrei is giving the
title a shot.

Second, players: The GCMRD, Alexander Hocas,
some guy calling himself Lazarus, Clarence Eideteker, Patrick
Donahue and the Mayor himself. And whoever wrote Andrei's
letter.

Next, you put your elements into an equation
based on the information you have: Mayor + (GCMRD - Francesco Moniz
- Patrick Donahue) + Alexander Hocas + Clarence Eideteker + Lazarus
= three dead people.

Now, because the Patrick Donahue element not
only removes one of the dead people but is also self-eliminating,
we can throw it out of both sides of the equation, which quickly
leaves us with: Mayor + (GCMRD - Francesco Moniz) + Alexander Hocas
+ Clarence Eideteker + Lazarus = two dead people.

Further, we can safely postulate that the
Clarence Eideteker factor removes the Francesco Moniz factor, so we
can also throw those two off the equation: (Mayor + GCMRD) +
Alexander Hocas + Lazarus = no dead people.

Finally, by sending the Alexander Hocas
factor back to Earth, we can also remove him from our equation for
the sake of simplification - much needed right now: (Mayor + GCMRD)
+ Lazarus = no dead people.

And this then leads us to the conclusion that
Lazarus = - Mayor - GCMRD. In English, it means that Lazarus is
equal and opposite to the Mayor and the GCMRD.

I love math. When it works, that is. And in
this theory, I haven't even included myself. Something tells me
that it will happen later, maybe in a differentiation process.

But the equation works for now.

Equal and opposite.

I know who wrote the letter now. It's like
Hocas said: He will come to me.

I can almost hear his footsteps.

 





 


Twenty Nine - Sixth
sense

"He's critical. Doctors say that he might not
make the night." Lisa's pretty face is drawn and sad. That's what
makes her so remarkable - her ability to show compassion, 2094 or
not.

Me, something died inside me.

"Thank you, Lisa. Did they say if we can
visit?"

"No, but I guess you can. His family is
there, and some other people too."

"Alright. I think I'd better get over
there."

"Paul? Give him my... my love, okay?"

"You want to come with me?"

"No, better not to crowd him. But you should
go."

"Sure. Hey, by the way, have you seen Bobby
at all?"

"Bobby? Didn't he tell you?"

"Tell me what?"

"He went to Central Cross with Andrei."

"What? I didn't see him."

"Oh, he'd gone outside for something, and
called when they were taking Andrei to the Cross. When I told him,
he said he'd go straight there, to 'watch over the boss' is how he
put it. Good kid, that Bobby. Paul?"

Premonition, the sixth sense, is essentially
an activity of the lower brain. It surfaces when there is something
wrong, something out of the norm, when your higher, conscious brain
can't put a neuron on it.

It's also known as a bad feeling. And I'm
having one of those right now, even though it's been a long time
since I've felt anything good.

"Lisa. Did you record Bobby's call?"

"Sure. It's on my database."

"Send it to my car. I want to listen to
it."

"Why?"

"Just send it, will you?"

"Okay, okay."

"And listen: Go home at 17:00 today. Don't
stick around later, you hear me?"

"What's going on?"

I touch a bruise on my face. "Don't know yet.
Remember Jacquelyn Angelou?"

She frowns. "Yes..."

I'm at the door. "It's like that. Go home at
17:00. I'll call you home, alright?"

"Okay, Paul. You're worrying me."

"Good. Send me Bobby's call."

I head for the elevator, feeling like I
should have said something more.

***

My car drives itself to Central Cross, and I
realise that I've never made the journey from the Phoenix. I always
go from home.

Well, there's a first time for everything.
And a last time too.

On my car's holoscreen, Lisa's email blinks
with anticipation. I press on the file, and turn up the audio.

Noise, wind, and something vague in the
background. Bobby speaks, and sounds calm.

"Lisa, this is Bobby Mallow. Is the Chief
Inspector there?"

"Bobby, where are you? We have a problem
here."

"What's wrong?"

"It's Chief Viskow. They're taking him to the
hospital."

"What? Why?"

"He collapsed. Looks like a stroke. Paul's
downstairs with the paramedics."

"A stroke? Where are they taking him?"

"The ambulance is from Central Cross."

"Is Paul going with him?"

"I don't know. I think so."

"Okay. Listen, I'll go straight there now to
watch over the boss. Alright?"

"Sure, Bobby. You wanted to leave a message
for the Inspector?"

"No - I'll see him at the hospital."

He hangs up, and for a while, I listen to the
empty tone.

Then I switch the car to manual, and hit the
siren.

Traffic is thin.

***

Even from a distance, Central Cross looks
empty. I turn the siren off, and, for the first time this week, I
pull out my gun without intending to put it to my head.

There's light at the main entrance, but I
can't see the reception from here. Nobody in the yard, no nurses,
no visitors, no patients.

Somehow, I'm not surprised.

Carefully, I trod up to the entrance and peer
inside. The reception booth looks empty, so I pull my gun's safety
off, and check the magazine. It's been a while.

The automatic door hisses open and step
inside. There is a strange smell in the air, and it reminds me of
something. But powerful as the olfactory bulb is, my pounding
amygdala, throne room of fear, are holding it down.

And yet, I just don't feel alone.

Gun pointed, I make it to the reception booth
and look inside. I was hoping that it wouldn't be her shift.

Poor Charlene. Her eyes - chestnut brown,
with a touch of honey gold - are staring up at the ceiling, a
bloody hole on her forehead, over the right eye. At least it was
quick.

I think of Melanie, who got straight A's in
first grade.

As I turn, my eye catches the holoclock.

Something's wrong.

I left the Phoenix at 16:50.

The clock says 20:56.

Central Cross is just a two-mile drive from
the Phoenix.

I check my watch.

20:56.

That bad feeling. That premonition.

For a minute, I can't move.

***

Five years ago, just when Lisa Raymer first
started to work for me, we got caught up in a big case involving a
serial killer and his particular habit for shooting prostitutes
every night. At a body count of twelve, the case received a lot of
publicity, with the unwise words "JACK THE RIPPER" featuring on
every tabloid. We had no clues, no trace, no mistakes, no case.

And then, a woman called me at my office. Her
name was Jacquelyn Angelou, and she claimed to have information
about the killer. When I asked her about it, she said that she was
in 'that line of work' and that she was too scared to talk over the
phone. She sounded genuine, and I arranged for a patrol vehicle to
go pick her up and bring her to the Phoenix. With all the pressure
of the case, I was reaching for anything.

As soon as I hung up, my lower brain kicked
in, and I had it, the bad feeling, the premonition, the sixth
sense. I left the office, told Lisa where I was going, and drove to
the pickup point.

Jacquelyn Angelou charred body was found two
days later in the back of a destroyed police car. We ID'd her from
a couple of teeth she still had.

Our serial killer, one of our own men, was
arrested on a different planet three months later.

The galaxy is a big place.

***

For a minute, I can't move.

The holoclock changes to 20:57.

Somehow, I lost four hours.

Of all my recent surprises, this one actually
sticks.

Suddenly, fear - the fear of the amygdala,
the fear that begins in the mind - grabs me and thrashes me. It
throws me on the floor, and leaves me gasping for air.

Four hours, Charlene is dead, and Central
Cross is so, so quiet.

The room's spinning. I try to hold on to the
floor.

Wait a minute. Actually, wait four hours.

COME TO ME.

He'll find you, Paul.

The room's still spinning, not only
horizontally, but vertically now, diagonally, in big, lazy loops. I
think I may be screaming, but I can't be sure.

A minute. Please, just a minute. A minute to
focus on something, a minute to catch that one thing that I missed
when I built that equation.

What exactly have I solved? From Monday -
from the moment I saw Laura Berks dead, what is the only thing that
I've managed to solve?

You killed her, last year, on your
birthday.

Everywhere else, I've been led.

You killed her.

Some detective I am.

Body count: three. Players: Seven. What's
missing from the equation, Paul? Four hours perhaps?

I haven't pulled out my gun this week without
intending to put it to my head.

The room's spinning.

Think, Paul.

No. No - I couldn't have. If I did, I'd be
dead by now. I didn't have the firepower. I didn't have the time.
Central Cross is a big place.

Give us peace.

I didn't. I lost four hours, but I couldn't
have done it. I know I couldn't - I know I didn't.

With that, I stagger to my feet and head for
the elevator. When I get in, I slam the button to Psycho Ward.

***

It takes me a long time to step out - just
like UL-6. The same fear, only this time it's not because of the
dark. It's because I already know what I'll find, it's because of
that dÄjê vu feeling. Premonitions don't work here.

Then I pull myself together and get out. The
corridors are washed with that sick white light that has survived
the ages, and everything is so, so quiet. I think that's what
frightens me the most, because Psycho Ward is never quiet; once
you've been here enough times, you can hear them through the
soundproof doors, you can hear them in your sleep, those wretched
cries and screams, that cacophony of the insane that somewhere
else, in a parallel universe, makes perfect sense.

But not here. That's why we lock them up.

A pair of legs in white trousers stick out of
a corner. Laurence got it worse than Charlene, sporting at least
six holes on his chest. Looks like he put up a fight too - there's
a metal pipe in his hand and blood everywhere, on the walls, on the
floor, a long red line stretching all the way back to -

No. No. NO.

I look for Laurence's ID, but it's gone. I
slip on the blood and stumble a couple of times, but when I get
there, I realise that I don't need a key.

The door is half-open. I push it and go in,
heart pounding, my fingers sweaty around the gun's grip.

The room, my wife's room, is empty. No signs
of a struggle, no blood - even the bed sheets are neatly folded and
her tethers tucked away.

She's gone.

I look out of the room, and I see what I
missed before.

They're all gone. The entire Psycho Ward is
gone. Three hundred patients.

I take a run across the corridors, although I
already know that I won't find anything because I'm not meant to
find anything.

"HELLO?!"

Long, white corridors. Being down here is
getting to me. I need some air. I head for the elevator, but even
from across the long corridor, I can see that the light is off.

Someone has called it. The screen shows that
it's gone up to ER. I should have pressed the STOP button when I
came here because whoever called it certainly remembered to.

I feel trapped. There is a staircase at the
other side of the ward, and I run for it.

I'm sweating when I get there, and I stop to
take a breath. My injuries from yesterday aren't helping. I'm
panting and my hands shake. Bad thing if you're using a gun.

I lift my head and look back at the
corridor.

And there, at the far end, bathed under the
sick white light, is a figure in black.

When I see him, he starts running towards
me.

That's when the lights go off.

In the dark, I fire three shots and run up
the stairs like crazy.

 





 


Thirty - Helter
Skelter

For a man who killed himself, I seem very
keen on surviving. Halfway up the stairs, I stumble, fall, scrape
my knee, and try desperately to not slip down the stairs. Behind
me, beneath me, the dark seems to be growing, stretching towards me
like a claw. But up ahead there's glowing light, some kind of
direction.

For a moment, I stop and listen. I don't know
if I hit anything before - the corridors at Psycho Ward are wide,
and whoever that figure was had enough dodging space. Then again,
it was dark. Then again, I shot straight at him.

I should have waited a second. It wasn't like
he was carrying a gun or anything, and it looks like whoever did
all this was fond of bullets.

Come on, Paul. You freaked out - you
panicked. You didn't even shout "Police!" or "Freeze!" or "I'll
shoot!" You just slugged away.

Nice cop work, old man.

A sound travels up to me from the abyss. Then
another, and then another.

Someone is coming up the stairs.

I guess I missed. Let's do this right.

"Police!"

More footsteps - or is it my heart?

"Freeze!"

More footsteps.

"I'll shoot!"

More footsteps, louder now, just beneath me
in the dark.

Now you can shoot him.

I fire off two and actually wait this
time.

Silence.

I barely see the flash, from below, but I
sure feel the bullet whiz past my face and into the ceiling.

Even at my speed, it seems like a long way
up.

Out of breath, knee aching, my whole body
aching, I reach the door and fall on it with my shoulder, only to
find out that it's locked and that I've acquired a new source of
pain.

From below, footsteps coming up. This is
turning into a very bad day. If that was possible.

I pull out my standard-issue flashlight from
my belt, and shine it at the door. In the white light it's
surprisingly old-style, with an actual key lock under the thick
handle. For once, I'm glad that the hospital administration doesn't
comply with all security regulations.

Not that the ones they complied with did them
any good.

I take a quick aim, shoot, and there's a hole
where the lock was. Old school. A kick and the door flies open.

But it's not Reception. It seems that in the
dark I must have run up another floor. In my flashlight's beam, I
see a long corridor, green floor, white walls, and no people.

It's the ER.

Where is everybody? I step in and close the
door behind me. I can't lock it of course, but it clicks closed and
if he comes through it, I'll hear him. And this time, I have a
light. I point the flashlight and the gun, and wait for a
minute.

Nothing. Maybe he gave up.

Yeah, right. Maybe he only had one bullet
too.

Slowly, I step backwards with the light and
gun aimed at the door until I'm some sixty feet away from it. Then
I turn. He's obviously not coming through the door, and he's
obviously not stupid.

So, Paul. Now you are in a blacked-out, empty
hospital - save for a few dead people - and there's someone with a
gun after you.

What do you do, Paul? Call for backup. In
fact, Paul, why didn't you do that as soon as you walked in?

I fumble in my jacket and pull the com out.
Whispers. "This is Chief Inspector Paul Blake, Number 93-46-958,
calling for immediate backup at the Central Cross. Over."

There's a crackle, a hiss, and then someone's
laughing on the other end.

"Hey, Paul. You have your gun out, and you've
fired six squibs already. You're getting the hang of it. What say
you help the guy who's after you, actually put the gun to your head
and pull the trigger? Yes, I know it's ER, but it's not like
they're open."

"What - who is this?"

"I think you know." More crackle -
reception's terrible in here.

"How did you get on this line? Where -"

"I wouldn't waste my time if I were you,
Paul. That guy's going to find you sooner or later."

"Why? Is he one of yours?"

More laughter. In this place, in this dark,
it's a notch above disturbing.

"RUN, PAUL!"

Something clangs behind me, I spin and search
with the flashlight, dangerously slippery in my palm.

Nothing. Nobody.

This is what they use for movies. You know
that "Based on actual events" you see before the opening credits?
Right now, I'm being served a sucker's niche into the Seventh
Art.

I touch the radio. "You still there?"

Of course he's not.

Run, Paul.

As I hurry past an operating room, a familiar
scent catches my nostrils. I know what it is, and I know why it's
familiar: I've been smelling it for years. And I don't want to
stop, I know there's nothing I can do about them now, but the smell
is so intense, and the old hound's instincts have grown too keen by
now, too strong to ignore, too good for my own good.

The beam of white light hovers over them,
ten, maybe twelve - can't tell - all over the room.

Well, Horatio. Some things in this world we
just don't want to dream about.

A man on a wheelchair with his intestines
hanging out.

A woman sitting cross-legged on the floor
with her head on her lap.

Just flashes, flashes as the light passes
over them.

Three people lined up across a bed, a
bleeding gunshot on each forehead. Legs missing.

A child, I think a girl. Head's shaved.

And more. And more. Not ten. Not twelve. The
light moves and moves, and I want to stop it but I can't, because
every time it moves, it pulls the curtain on another, and then
another, and then another.

An old lady with her throat cut.

Scattered limbs - two left hands, a right
foot.

And blood. So much blood, it makes Laura
Berks look like a paper cut.

The light doesn't stop moving, and I know
why. It's one of those lower-brain functions, because my higher
brain is still trying to look out for me, to listen for the
footsteps behind me.

The light won't stop moving.

There are heads lined up on the shelves,
where the drugs and equipment would be.

The light won't stop moving, because I'm
looking for someone.

Death is so much easier when it involves
strangers.

A hand and a strand of hair from behind a
bed. And somehow, I've left the corridor and walked inside the
room, walking over the bodies and the limbs and trying not to trip,
my solitary beam of light and the dark behind me.

It's a woman lying on her face, and - please
- she looks so much like her. The same brown hair, same length,
same curls.

My body has given up checking with me. It's
taken over management, and ignores my subcommittee memos.

My hand is on her shoulder and every small
movement stretches out in my mind. I see my grip - she's so cold -
I feel the tug, the pull, her weight as she turns, and then I feel
my gag, that old suppressing reflex, my stomach twisting like a
snake on a rat.

She doesn't have a face. It's been peeled off
and all that's left is a bloody mass with two wide lidless eyes
staring up at me. When my hand shakes, her head tilts to one side,
her mouth opens and blood spills out on the floor.

When I pull myself together again, I see some
of my vomit on her. I lean on the foot of the bed and wait for my
stomach to calm down, for my blood to stop rushing, for the
sickness to pass, for that friendly feeling of numbness to come
back.

Get up, Paul. You might also be waiting for
that guy to find you.

I manage to take a look at the woman again,
at her dark red face, and slowly I know, I just know that it's not
her, it's not my wife, it's not exactly her hair, it's not her
length, it's not her hands, her feet, her body.

There it is - the cop's numb. It starts from
the stomach and spreads to the chest, ice-cold, and then the hands,
the legs, and finally into the head.

I breathe and my thoughts come clearer. The
higher brain reasserts itself in administration, bangs its fist on
the conference table and Survival tops the list of objectives.
That's why my grip on my gun tightens.

A sound from outside the room. Someone else
is going to die tonight, and I've already been there and got the
T-shirt.

Somewhere else, they call it Despair.

Somewhere else, they call it Wrath.

Somewhere else, they call it Insanity.

But right here, this is called Resolution.
The easy kind that comes when there's nothing left to lose.

As I walk to the door, something drips on my
shoulder. I stop and it drips again.

Of course it's blood.

I step aside so I can still keep the door in
my sight. I'm that focused.

Then I look up, slowly enough to make sure
that everyone's got that change-in-management memo.

In my experience - which I'd like to think is
considerable - I thought I'd seen it all.

But this is new.

Innovation is not always good.

There is a body pinned to the ceiling, legs
straight and hands spread out like a crucifix. It looks like they
used a nail gun to do it - there's a thick shiny bolt through each
wrist, through the shoulders through each thigh, through the
ankles, through the heart.

The head is hanging down, so I have to step
back to see the face. A drop of blood falls from his mouth.

Well. I guess it was that sixth sense.

Goodbye, Andrei.

I hope the stroke killed you before they
came.

Something else. Dark letters around the body,
an elegant arch starting from the right hand, going over the head,
and ending at the left one.

It takes a second - blood doesn't read
easily.

I AM HERE.

 





 


Thirty One -
Erebus

Out in the corridor again with the hunter's
grip on my gun, and all is quiet. But I know that somewhere,
somehow, he's watching me, waiting for me somewhere in the dark,
among the dead.

I check my watch: 21:42. At least I'm keeping
track of time now. I've been at Central Cross forty-six minutes,
and things haven't improved. This case, this complicated case, is
now out of my hands. No more equations, hound's noses and
interrogations. No more crime scenes and forensics, no more files
and photographs. Everywhere now, I am being led. This is not a
cop's tale anymore. I just want my wife back.

Where to next, Paul?

Where is he?

And still, the volcano erupts, and I think of
Dr Hocas. Must be the scenery.

Something about the dead - the dead have
risen, and they are calling me.

The dead. So many of them as I pass from room
to room, looking for my shooting friend. Dead men, women, the
occasional child, patients, visitors, doctors, nurses, all
scattered in pieces, dunked in pooling blood.

Two hundred. At least that I can see.

And something tells me that this is not the
end. Actually, it's someone that told me that.

Mr Jason Templar. For all his eloquence and
corpulence, he is extremely subtle.

They headed north for a week, and then our
satellites lost them.

I should have figured it out. Not that I've
had a chance to think since he left Andrei's office.

That part of me that came back from holidays,
it's still unpacking.

Memory is a strange thing.

The ER corridor is long and dark, and the
stink of death lingers in the air.

Too many questions, too many holes.

Where did my four hours go? Where did
I go? What happened here? Who did it? Where am I being
led?

What's going on?

Questions, questions buzzing around my tired
head as I walk down the corridor to the elevators on the other side
of ER. And yet, I know that past the fog of questions, behind them
all, is one answer.

Lazarus.

It's how to get there that's the problem. I
need a way - a path.

Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell
leads up to light. Longer than this corridor, I bet. And I am
being led through it all - just like my death trip.

Gotta keep up.

Led. Driven. For some reason, I think of
Michael. In everyone's life, at least once, there comes a time
when they come face to face with God. Maybe I missed my
appointment.

A light flickers at the end of the corridor,
and then fades away with a hiss like a phantom's sigh.

Someone's taken an elevator.

I run, gun in both hands, aiming, hoping that
this time I won't miss. When I get there, the panel indicates that
it's headed down. I wait.

So it's not a blackout. They cut the lights,
but not all power. Which means that they got to the engineering
room, outside the hospital.

The indicator stops. I thought he was heading
back to Psycho Ward, but he's gone below that.

The morgue.

As if I haven't seen enough dead bodies
already.

I call up the other elevator and get in.

The dead are calling me.

I stop the elevator one floor above the
morgue. Whoever he is, he shoots pretty well and I'm not going to
make it easy for him.

I find a nearby staircase and head down as
quietly as I can. Halfway through, a scream, a human scream tears
through the silence and my heart takes a break. My initial instinct
is to rush downstairs and kick the door open, but I wait. The
screaming echoes for a while and then fades away. Whatever it was,
it was quick.

The entrance door - old, like the ER one -
isn't locked. The handle moves slowly in my hand, and the door
doesn't make a sound. Finally an ace for this player.

In the distance, someone's talking, but it's
too far to understand words. But there's a rhythm to it, like a
chant, or a recitation. I think occult, I wish occult, but
that instinct tells me we're way past simple clichÄs.

The voice keeps going, and as I come closer,
I can make out words: "Life", "follow", "path". Can't tell the
rest.

The voices are louder now, so I turn off the
flashlight. There's a light coming from somewhere, because I can
see where I'm going.

They're near, very near, but I still can't
make out what they're talking about.

They?

It suddenly hits me: It's not just one person
- sounds more like three. They're talking together, and the echoes
distort the words.

Before I make another move, I remember to
turn off my radio. Don't want any surprises now.

Gun's barrel parallel to my nose, I hug the
walls and creep slowly up to the voices. When I reach the corner, I
kneel and peek.

***

... the third man lifts his hands and mumbles
something unintelligible. Then the other two, also dressed in black
robes, hoods pulled over their heads, join in. But still, I can't
make out the language.

One of them must be holding a flashlight,
because I can make out their figures, jumpy shadows hovering over a
slab. And on the slab, I can see two bare feet sticking out, an
electronic tag hanging off the big toe of the right one. From the
shoe size, I'd say the corpse is a male.

The chant goes on, and on, gentle and
hypnotic, like a ritual. Then suddenly the light moves, and I can
see an object in the right hand of the third man, the one facing
me.

It was quick, but I'm sure it was a needle -
a syringe of some kind.

Okay. Time to get busy. I tighten the grip on
my gun, check the ammo index - thirty-five shots left - and stand
up slowly.

Breathe in - breathe out. Three guys in robes
- they haven't seen me - and only a load of dead people in fridges.
Come on, Paul, if you're not going to do it, why'd you come
here?

"POLICE! NOBODY MOVE! PUT YOUR HANDS WHERE I
CAN SEE THEM!"

And they comply. They stay where they are,
and each man puts his hands up. Too calm. Too unsurprised. They
must have put the flashlight on the slab because their hands seem
empty - the syringe is gone too.

I start walking toward them, gun aimed.
"Okay. No sudden moves, just step away from the body."

And they comply. The third man stays where he
is, and the other two, hands always in the air, step back to either
side.

Three hoods facing me from behind a dead
man.

"Okay. Everyone down on your knees -"

That's when their light goes off - just like
that, by itself. In that moment of total darkness, while I get
confused and fumble for my own flashlight - why didn't I turn it
back on before? - there is a quiet shuffle, nothing hurried or
worried, and by the time my beam pierces through, all three men are
gone.

"HEY!" I run forward, but the dark's too
thick for my belated light, and I can't see more than six feet
ahead. Lousy standard-issue gear - should have taken a closer look
at those Accessories catalogues they email cops every month.

When I pass the corpse, a breeze hits me in
the face, warm and stale.

Central Cross's morgue is a hundred feet
underground. There are no breezes down here, warm or cold.

I keep moving, and I'm becoming aware of
something changing around me. There's this ambient noise, this
rustle and creaking - too noisy for this place. But still, I ignore
it and keep going, running to the end of the hall. And the closer I
get to the wall, the more I feel the breeze, warm and stale - and
earthy.

Earthy.

I stop three feet from the wall and the
flashlight's beam drowns in an endless pit, a big black hole
opening into something no sane person would cross. It's so dark, it
makes the morgue behind me look welcoming.

Who'd know that there were shades of
black?

It's a tunnel. At least I know where my three
blind mice went.

For a minute, I just stand there, watching my
amputated beam of light. What was that about sane people? Sane
people wouldn't be here right now, which pretty much disqualifies
me.

This is where my higher brain reboots and
kicks up a fuss, and I realise that I'm standing in the dark, in an
underground morgue, alone, in a hospital full of butchered people.
And my options seem to be restricted to going through an even
darker tunnel, alone, chasing people in black robes who chant in
morgues over corpses, and who are most likely responsible for said
hospital full of butchered people.

Choice is the essence of free will.

Then again, I did call for backup, and that
didn't help much.

So I suppose that I'm just scared stiff. And
for someone who already died once, this is certainly not
fashionable.

I just stand there, facing the hole, weighing
the options, letting my brain go through its committee meeting.

Because instinct, born of a thousand
experiences and a million cultures, is telling me that I already
know where this tunnel leads - maybe not geographically, but at
least symbolically. And that knowledge offers even less incentive
to go through it.

I'm shaking now, and something cold dampens
my nape.

I AM HERE.

My feet are moving - backwards not forward.
Time to call it a night, Paul. Time to get out of here, get back
topside, get back outside, get to your phone and call Metro. Call
the Army - the Air Force if you have to. Call someone else to get
down here and do this properly, because, frankly, if you walk
through this, you'll be seeing the desert bunny again and this time
there'll be no Patrick Donahue to bring you back. Of course, it's
not like you wanted to come back the last time, but for now just
think happy thoughts.

With every backward step my heart eases up
and slows down, my breathing becomes lighter, even in the thick
air.

Okay. Time to turn around and go. Leave. Get
out of here.

That's my mantra, Bernadette. My power words.
Get out of here.

Keep saying it.

Get out of here.

Turn around, slowly - no need to rush.

Get out of here.

Lift the light - there's still a lot of dark
to walk through.

Get out of here.

Lift the light, Paul.

Get out of -

Oh, no. No - no - no.

This is what they call "too much".

The dead have risen, Paul.

And they are coming your way.

As far as my light can reach, fridge doors
are opening, are being opened, and naked people - dead people - are
crawling out, electronic tags still flashing on their toes. Some
roll themselves out on their slabs, and topple over the side to the
floor. And from the sound of it, the ambient sound of it, there's
rustling and creaking all over the morgue, shuffling of feet, heavy
breathing and some coughs, the hiss of the slab rolling out of the
fridge and then the slap of bare feet hitting the cold tiles.

And I thought I'd seen it all.

My flashlight jumps nervously from face to
face, from person to person, and I'm backing up again, backing up
to that black hole again because they all seem to be coming toward
me, and I want so much to think zombies, to wish zombies,
but they look so normal that it's terrifying. There's even a woman
holding a little boy by the hand, a man guiding a woman with his
hand on her waist, all of them naked, hypnotised, walking slowly
and sadly toward me, toward the hole in the wall, toward the
tunnel.

Hell's procession.

Dante.

I can feel the tunnel's breath on my back,
and my legs lock up again. The crowd keeps coming, closer and
closer, until the first ones passes me. They don't seem to
acknowledge or even register my presence but instead they fall
quietly into a single file and start going inside the tunnel. When
the first three go in I can only see the last one at the hole's
mouth, just before she disappears into the dark. There is no light,
they just go through, led, called and driven, and I stand in their
midst as they brush past me, this river of waking and walking
dead.

Two hundred, maybe more.

Look, Ulysses, it's your sword-dug hole, and
the swarming shadows. Where are my sacrifices?

My eye catches something moving at the back
of the crowd, and I lower the flashlight. I don't know if he saw
me, but we are the only two people with clothes in here, and he's
wearing black.

I duck, and pick my way through the dead.

***

He never saw me coming. I don't think he even
knew I was there. Another ace for this gambler, although all bets
are off now.

My flashlight shines on his face, and when I
speak, I look over at the parade of the dead. "I hope that
hurts."

A cough, a gargle, and we have to scratch all
the masculine articles.

"Who are you?"

She turns on her back and supports herself on
her elbows.

I stare at her for a second, and the Numb
keeps me from showing any surprise. I'm getting old - if I can't
tell men from women anymore, I'm definitely getting old.

She smiles, not even blinking at the light,
and I get a better look at her.

She's sturdy and curveless. No wonder I
mistook her for a man. Her head is shaved and there's a fresh cut
on her cheek. Her face is white, pale and her nostrils flare. But
the worst part is her eyes: Big, oval, and yellow. Maybe it's the
flashlight, but I'd swear they're yellow. And the way they stare at
me tops everything else I've seen tonight.

Still, my gun is in her face, and this
time there's no dodging.

"What's going on here?"

She stares at me.

"I won't ask you again."

She stares at me, and smiles.

"If you think that hurt, you're in for a
surprise."

Bigger smile.

Okay. You know how you should never hit a
woman? That just doesn't apply tonight.

I kneel beside her. It's been a while since I
last used my fists, but they still work. When she looks up again,
her lip is cut and her face is bruising.

This is what they call "losing it".

"You know, you can still talk without
teeth."

And she smiles again. Coming to think of it,
this wouldn't be easier if she was a man.

She actually spits blood this time, and when
her head comes up again, her smile is gone. We're making
progress.

"I can do this all night."

"KÜder."

"What?"

More blood. "Inspector Jeanne KÜder."

My mind rushes, my mind searches, my mind
finds. "From Metro? The one who arrested Alexander Hocas?"

"Yes."

I look at her eyes for a while, but they just
make it worse. "Okay. Okay, Inspector KÜder. With all I've seen
tonight, I can accept that. Now - what are you doing here, what's
going on, and why did you try to kill me. In your own words."

She laughs, and her eyes narrow like a
snake's. "You really have no clue, do you, Paul?"

"Well, I doubt you're just mad about that
'protocol breach' with Hocas. Whom I had every right to interview,
by the way."

"And what did he tell you?"

"I'm asking the questions, Jeanne. And
I don't hear you answering them."

More laughing. I use my left fist this
time.

She speaks and drizzles blood. "You saw what
happened here. You know what is going on."

"Can't say I share your confidence there,
Jeanne."

"Okay, martyr."

"What -"

"Your wife wanted to die."

"What -"

"She screamed and begged."

"My - where is she? What are you talking
about?"

"She's very fragile, isn't she, Paulie? Soooo
unstable, soooo breakable. And you've been pandering to her for
soooo long. Look at you; the perfect husband, the perfect
fath-"

It's a hard blow, but her head comes up again
and she just keeps going.

"What happened, Paul? Did you chicken out?
Maybe you should have stayed in the house with Owen, maybe
-"

This one makes her head slam on the floor,
and up it comes again. She's screaming now, spraying blood
everywhere. "Donahue shouldn't have brought you back! You're
useless, Paul! You can't even find your way back, outside the
camp!"

Another punch. Another punch. Her face is
looking worse than mine.

"HOW DO YOU KNOW ALL THIS? MAKE SENSE, YOU
CREEPY B-"

"Lazarus!"

I stop, fist suspended in the air.

"Lazarus. He has you. He has you and he will
drag you through it - you and everything you're still tied to! And
when he does, we're going to have us a little party - and your
daughter will be our guest of honour."

"Leave my daughter out of this."

"Out? She's in it already! You're all in it.
And there is no getting out of it now. No more."

I pull myself together - or try. "I will give
you three seconds to start making sense. If you don't, you are no
use to me."

"I was there when Owen Filks did your son. He
squealed like a little piglet."

That's it. I shove the barrel of my gun in
her mouth and look into her yellow eyes for justification, but they
just stare back at me, full of something alien, something not
human.

Good. It makes it easier.

I pull the trigger, and in the dim light I
see her teeth flying off the back of her head and scattering on the
floor along with what's left of her brain. Her body twitches for a
moment and then lies still, and I take in the deepest breath of my
life.

I didn't think it'd feel so good.

 





 


Thirty Two -
Revelation

There's blood on my hands, blood on my
clothes, blood on my face. And all around me, the lasting dark of
something alien, something not human, the only sound the sad march
of the dead going through the hole in the wall, vanishing through
the tunnel.

Get on your feet, Paul. Stand up and take a
good long look with your new eyes, your new life, because that
headless corpse at your feet strongly suggests that you've just
entered a whole new world. And maybe in this world, the tunnel is
not so frightening.

Maybe in this world, you will find a new
home.

Somewhere else, it was called insanity. But
not here. Not anymore.

Why do I feel so calm? I just blew a woman's
teeth out of the back of her head. I just executed a fellow police
officer.

Go on, Horatio. Give it a name. Say it.

It didn't just feel good. It felt
right.

And I think I know why.

It's not murder anymore.

I check my watch - got to do that often now -
and I see that it's 22:06. Still in Wednesday it says, Good
Wednesday in my week of miracles.

I watch the dead until the last one
disappears into the hole, and all is quiet again save for my
breathing, the only sign of life in an empty morgue.

Now what?

My hand fiddles with the radio. Not because I
expect to reach Metro, but because I expect to talk to him.

I still have options, and I think that's
what's keeping it together.

I turn the radio on, and his voice beats mine
to it.

"Paul? Are you having fun?"

Limited options. "The party just started.
Where is my wife?"

"I've been trying to reach you for a
while."

"Sorry. I was on a date."

"Oh? How did it go?"

"Just smalltalk. She lost her head after
that."

Silence. Then: "Shame. She was a good
soldier."

"Not a good shot though."

"Oh, Paul. She wasn't there to kill you."

"Sure looked like it."

"Jeanne was there to lead you to me."

"Yeah? Doesn't look like you need the
help."

"You are more right than you think. I assume
you came across my other children."

"Children? You mean the Satanist guys? They
crawled away before I got to introduce myself."

He laughs. "They don't worship Satan,
Paul. They worship me."

"And you are?"

"You know who I am."

"Nice to finally talk to you. I thought we
were going to stick with CODE SIX for a while. That was pretty
impressive, by the way."

"Thank you. But that is unnecessary now. You
are so close. Come on, Paul. Come to me."

"I don't have the address."

"It's right there, in front of you."

"You mean the hole in the wall?"

"Are you afraid of the dark?"

"The dark, no. The light at the end of the
tunnel, yes."

"The unknown frightens us all, Paul. But
that's not the case here. Because you know where it leads. You and
I are so similar."

"I don't think so. You've beaten me in the
body count."

"That is all incidental - a logical
conclusion."

"Yes, the ER in particular was a monument to
Logic."

"Oh, my children got a bit carried away. A
bullet would do, but some of them have creative urges. They're so
full of life - new life!"

"How did you get the Vita serum?"

"I knew you'd catch on! Come home, Paul. We
have much to talk about, you and I."

"There is no you and I. You're an efficient
psycho with delusions of... I don't know. Delusions."

"I'm the one who's deluded, Paul? Come on
over, they're all waiting for you. They're so grateful for your
help."

Something cold in my stomach. "What?"

"I could put some on the line for you."

"Are you calling - are you with the
Outcast?"

"Outcast? And you call me deluded. You really
have to come over. Open your mind. Well, re-open it."

"Re-open?"

"You and I have come through the same path.
We both know pain, loss, sorrow..."

"You have no -"

"... and death."

Silence. Something twitches in the back of my
mind, my dormant volcano. No eruptions yet, just a slow simmering
heat from a boiling core.

"Who are you?"

"You know."

"Where is my wife?"

There is a crackle, a hiss, and then a brief
pause. When the line comes on again, my heart hammers like a drum,
and my breathing grows hard.

"Paul?"

It takes me a second, but I choke out her
name.

"Paul!"

"Are you alright? Are you -"

"I'm fine, Paul. Oh Paul, Paul... no more
pills. No more straps. I am fine. I can see now! Oh, Paul, baby,
I've missed you so much."

My mouth is dry, my voice a mess. That cold
thing in my stomach climbs up into my throat. My legs feel weak.
"Where - where are you?"

"He says that you know, and that I shouldn't
tell you."

My eyes are damp. "Tell me. Please."

She laughs, gently, composed, sane.
Just like I remember her. Her voice, unbroken and soft, the woman
that I loved, the spring rain on her lips, the Mediterranean salt
on her hair. "Paul? Are you coming?"

"Yes. Yes, I am." I want to talk to her, but
that sixth sense is telling me not to relax just yet, it's telling
me that when you dance with the devil he won't just step on your
toe, he'll pull your whole leg off. "Put him back on."

Another crackle. "Hello, Paul. It's quite
a party here."

"Listen to me, dead man. I'm coming.
You hear me? And I'm coming for my wife, and I'm coming for you.
This time, I will find you."

"Don't be late."

Lazarus hangs up before I do. I wait for a
while, considering my next move. My entire being wants to run into
the hole, run to her, run out of here. But fortunately I've been a
cop long enough to learn how to listen to that small still voice.
And right now, it's shouting that, among other useful items, I have
a shotgun in my car.

I turn around, and head for the elevator.

***

The doors swing open and even before I step
out into Reception, I know that something's wrong. It's dark
outside, but I hear noises, shouting, I smell smoke, I see smoke
outside the glass doors, and I know that Central Cross was only the
beginning.

Before going out, I walk back to the cubicle.
Charlene is still there, staring up at the ceiling. I don't know
why, but of all the corpses I saw tonight - dead and alive - I only
feel sad for her. Maybe it's this last shred of my unravelling
humanity that's left, maybe there's something about beauty
destroyed. Maybe I'd gotten used to her eyes somehow; somehow I
identified them with life.

I'm sorry, Charlene. I'm sorry, little
Melanie. Sorry I couldn't save your mommy. Although something tells
me you'll see her soon.

The City is burning. I scan the reception's
Coms, but everything's down: TV, radio, Internet. Not even
emergency networks - just dead. Phones are dead too, which means
that Lazarus's children - have some fine technical skills between
them.

We are of yesterday, and we have filled
everything you have.

The tunnel. Move, Paul. There's nowhere else
to go now. You know that.

Outside, the City burns.

***

Thick smoke rises into the night, billowing
over the streets. I wrap my coat around my face and run to where I
left my car. It's still there, one window broken, lights smashed,
something written on the hood. It seems to be covered in dust,
dirt, or maybe ashes. In the light of my flashlight, I open the
trunk and get busy.

First, the emergency bag - First Aid, ammo,
two more flashlights, some dry food, water.

Before I close the bag, I feel something else
in it, and I pause.

Black coast, black sea.

Something sewn inside the fabric.

Then, the shotgun. I look at it for a second
because life is full of little jokes, and this is about the Metro
cop who pulls a Negotiator '55 out of Laura Berks' skull, while
he's packing one in his own trunk.

It's a good weapon, and hard to come by.

Lock and load. Sixty shots in the bag. Should
be enough.

I close the trunk.

"HELP ME!" Someone is screaming on my right,
but I can't see. I pull out my flashlight and point it into the
smoke.

"HELP! PLEASE, HELP -"

Some scuffling, and a figure appears in my
light. It's a man, or at least I think so. His face and body are
burned black, and he has one charred hand on his eyes, while his
other hand grasps at the air.

I don't move. I don't say anything.

"HELP ME! I -" He drops to his knees and puts
his hands on the ground.

His eyes are gone. I think - I hope - that
they were burned out, but I doubt it. There's smoke coming off his
back.

My hand moves to my gun, and I'm thinking
that he'd welcome a bullet in the head. My cop ethics? They left
with Jeanne KÜder's teeth.

Two more figures appear from the fog, a man
and a woman, walking casually, hand-in-hand. When they see the man,
they giggle playfully, and kiss with passion. Then the girl walks
over to the burnt man, pulls a small submachine gun from her purse,
looks at her partner lovingly, and then riddles the man with
bullets, twenty, fifty, a hundred, two hundred, until pieces start
flying off, and all the time she's looking at her man who stands
twenty feet away proud like a dad at a school play. When her
automatic clunks empty, she reloads, and blows him a kiss. He
catches it in the air.

Then they see me. But that doesn't concern me
yet.

What concerns me is that I know the girl.
Actually, "concern" is too light. Of all I've seen tonight, this
one would qualify for the nightmare championship.

Mary Jane Atkinson. Mary Jane Atkinson, the
sorority eye-gouger. Mary Jane Atkinson, the girl I personally
arrested, interviewed, and deported to Mars for her trial. Mary
Jane Atkinson, who cried when they took away her string of
eyeballs. Mary Jane Atkinson, who was executed in a gas chamber and
cremated.

She's wearing a summer dress, and there's a
string of eyes around her elegant neck.

They've noticed me. My eyes go from Mary Jane
to her weapon to the crispy human mince at her feet and then back
to her. For a moment, all I can hear are background explosions and
screams from the City, but this street is empty, empty and
quiet.

Then she lifts the automatic, up, up, the
barrel is at face level - my face level - and then she turns
it and scratches her cheek with it, but her eyes - dead or alive -
never leave me.

That's when I notice that her man has walked
by her side, and now they're both staring at me with blank
expressions and guns in their hands.

All is quiet. I take a step back, and I
wonder how fast I can pull the Negotiator back up, cock it and
shoot.

Not fast enough.

"Look!" Mary Jane screeches, and points at my
car. "It's him! It's him! Let's go, honey, I want more eyes..." and
she tugs at her guy, pulls his hand like a child, and just like
that, they both turn around and disappear into the smoke again.

It takes me some time to move. When I do, I
turn to my car, to where she was pointing. Then I remember.
Something was written on the hood, and now I can see that it's
written in blood. I have to walk around the car to read it, and
when I do something snaps in my head, and...

... and I think that's where it started.

... and I think that's where my four hours
went.

... and I think that's why my car is smashed,
and I think that's where the dirt came from.

O, black sea. O, windy coast. O, red
fire.

For a while, I scream. For a while, I shout,
and yell and laugh and scream again, and then I'm on my knees, I'm
throwing up, heaving, crying, moaning, groaning, my fading lament,
a mourn for me because I'm falling to pieces worse than the guy
that Mary Jane left smouldering on the ground.

I don't know how long I lay there. It seems
like hours, but I don't bother to check. In the background, the
City is burning, screams, explosions, gunshots, noise.

Just noise.

Slowly, I stagger to my feet. One of our
moons, the white one, is out - so much like Earth's - and the smoke
seems to be settling. I pick up my bag, I pick up the Negotiator, I
pick up myself and turn my back and walk away from it all, the
City, the noise, the smoke, the street, the car, the writing on the
hood:

I AM LAZARUS.

 





 


Thirty Three - Et dicebat,
qui habet aures

And when he spoke, he said, "You and I are
one".

And when he spoke, he said, "I have seen the
desolation of this land."

And when he spoke, he said, "The dead shall
rise; indeed, they have already risen."

And when he spoke, he said, "I will find
you."

And when he spoke, he said, "Stand at my left
hand."

And they sang, all of them, for the New World
that dawned before them, the new sunrise on a clear horizon.

 





 


Thirty Four - Let's do the
twist

Bobby Mallow looks at me from my office's
door and shakes his head. He has a mug of coffee in his hand while
Lisa Raymer juggles her daily phone calls in the background.

What?

Bobby says, "What do you want, Paul?"

There is some mumbling from my general
direction, but it's muffled and I can't make out anything.

My attention is on something else.

A sound.

Right focus, wrong flashback.

***

In my car, on my way to visit Andrei at the
hospital, just after 16:50 today, I replay Bobby's phone call to
Lisa. But this time, I'm not listening to him, because even though
I am in this parallel universe of many, I know how the movie
ends.

This is just for pickups.

Bobby says, "I'll go straight there to watch
over the boss". And something in the background, wind, noise - and
something else.

A sound.

***

It's like swimming. And you float around, and
you fly around, and you fall and get mocked by sardonic bunnies and
punched by copies of yourself, but you still get to see your life
flashing before your eyes. And yes, there is sound.

There is sound.

The same sound that I heard in the morgue an
hour ago. The same sound that brought the dead back to life. The
sound that I can hear now echoing through the stuffy tunnel as I
walk through the dark, following it wherever it may lead.

It's hot, and I'm dripping all over. I'm not
walking, I'm running, guided by my single beam of light, guided by
something that does not have a name and chased by something that
does.

Movement is the result of two forces.

I don't know how long I've been going for,
and I don't care to check. Down here, in the hole, time has no
meaning. Up there, in the City, time has no meaning either. Not
anymore.

I do my best not to think. Actually, what I'm
really doing is trying to keep a barrage of thoughts from
overwhelming me, from taking over administration and calling a
general strike. The volcano, Faithful Reader, hasn't just erupted,
it's going for full-blown terraforming. It's making a new
world.

But I have to think. I have to keep my
mind clear and focused. Don't get me wrong, this isn't the
lone-cop-saves-the-world scenario. Nor is it Athanasius contra
mundum. I'm going through the tunnel because at the end of it
are my wife and Lazarus. And although I have no idea what I am to
tell the former after three years and two months, I have a
disturbingly clear idea concerning my communication with the
latter.

Sixty shots. Should be enough.

And that thing stitched in my bag.

Things are clearing up.

Granted, this doesn't make much sense. I am,
after all, a cop. The City is burning, there is some kind of
terrorist group taking over, and my priority should be to deal with
all that.

When did I switch from cop to executioner?
When I blew Jeanne's head off?

No, Paul. Long before that. That's why it was
so easy to do, that's why it felt so good, and that's why it felt
so right.

But when?

Come on, Paul. You know the answer - even
Bernadette would know the answer.

Think hard, Paul. Think back.

Think Owen Filks. Think Con te
partiro. Think mattress.

Oh.

I guess it makes sense. And right now, I need
some kind of sense to use as a buffer for what I'm doing, for what
I'm feeling and for what I'm thinking. Three parts of my ego, all
diluted by a factor of three years and a month.

Somewhere else, this is called Stoicism. Down
here, it's just Indispensable Acceptance. Marcus Aurelius would
spin in his grave.

Maybe they should bring him back too.

So here I am, the fallen cop turned soldier
of self. But even now, I have not forsaken my tax-paid duty of
serving and protecting.

Sixty shots for the Negotiator, plus my gun.
Since I don't know what I am going to face, I wonder if I should
have asked Mary Jane to lend me her automatic.

It's hot, too hot, even for my
thermoregulative clothes. I'm sweating - some of it cold - but I
press on. The ground alternates between mud and rock, and my legs
burn from the forced march. And all the time, I follow the light of
my flashlight, bouncing before me, up and down with my footsteps
that are getting heavier and slower with every step.

But when the fuel of madness burns out, I
finally stop and fall gracelessly to the ground. I catch my breath
and look around at the darkness behind and the darkness ahead.

How long has it been? My watch tells me that
it's 23:54, Good Wednesday's last minutes. I've been going for
almost two hours, and I've maybe covered two miles - three, tops.
The ground is hard and damp, the air is hot and thick, and this cop
is beat. I stretch my legs, lean back on a rock, and try - finally
- to gather what thoughts I have. Lazarus can wait a little
longer.

For a while, I try to do the equation thing
again, but it's no use. Besides, I already know the solution, and
that spoils all the fun. Lazarus. Lazarus. Lazarus. His name spins
in my head like the angry wasps of Earth. I suppose if my kind was
under extinction I'd want to sting someone too. Coming to think of
it, that's exactly what I'm doing.

Except that I'm not angry - not anymore at
least. It was the message on the hood that did it for me, the
instant anger management. And there, Horatio, is the rub, the
biggest rub of them all. And this week, they've been so many,
haven't they, Horatio?

Because now I know where my four lost hours
went.

***

O, Faithful and Ideal Reader! Like all men,
you too are plagued with that scourge of blindness that we call
Distraction. But you are not to blame, no more than anyone of us
who misses the forest for all of the trees, anyone of us who was
born with one mind and only one pair of eyes and ears. And you see,
Dear Reader, how I have tried to tell this tale up to now without
blemish or fault, how I have tried to ease it for you in a form of
a straight, sequential narrative, no different than all those
before and after it. But to tell a tale, Brave Reader, is to assume
a point of view, and that, by nature, bears the stigma of
Subjectivity. And when Distraction and Subjectivity are left to
breed together, the offspring is nothing less than the Inevitable
Twist, that decisive point in the Tale that will confuse, shock,
and provoke a reaction, be it good or evil.

Because, after all, life is played out in
real time, and straight lines are an illusion. The world, as a
whole, runs in a wide web of twists and turns that lies in wait for
the small, buzzing, flies of sequence.

Like me.

You see, Loyal Reader, I have left something
out of my tale - not because of forgetfulness or pretension, but
because it was out of my little straight path of flight. But now
that I find myself caught in the world's wide web, I have to
flutter my frail wings to escape.

Read on, Faithful Reader.

In that second before you die, they say that
your life flashes before your eyes. You see it all in one take,
fast and slow, moving and static, clear and blurred, happy and sad,
all your days and nights recorded in the quivers of your
discharging hippocampus, clearing its desk and heading for
retirement. And from what they tell us, there isn't much sound.

Of course, if they came back to tell
us, what do they know?

But it is widely accepted that, given no time
restrictions, you're offered a comprehensive but mute peep at how
far you have or have not come.

And then you die. Show's over, end credits,
bye-bye.

Problem is, if your journey is cut short by,
say, an ambitious GCMRD researcher and his Vita liquid, you still
get your complementary life-flash, but this time is comes with
full-blasting stereo sound. But the audio mix is of such bad
quality - no wonder they turn it off by default - that while you're
enjoying the soundtrack of your Life Past, you are also harassed by
intruding acoustics of your Life Present.

In short, you hear things. And since I hardly
made it to the other shore before I was unceremoniously pulled
back, I received a hearty earful of real-world ambience. And it
wasn't the Central Cross ER.

It was chanting.

It was the same chanting I heard from the
three hooded men in the morgue.

The same chanting I heard play in the
background of Bobby's phone call to Lisa while I drove to Central
Cross.

"I'll go straight there to watch over the
boss", says Bobby, and suddenly I realise that he doesn't mean
Andrei. Bobby never calls Andrei boss; he reserves that
title for me.

That's where I lost four hours. But of
course, I didn't lose them. That's just denial, paranoia,
schizophrenia. My three closest friends. Because, Patient Reader,
you might observe at this point that my narrative is spotted with
several little, almost imperceptible gaps.

I hear you bang your fist, Indignant Reader,
and rightly so. But this is how my life is played out.

In parallels.

And in parallel, I never went back home after
church last night.

In parallel, I roamed the streets of our
beloved City.

In parallel, I met Lazarus's children and
heard them chanting.

In parallel, they called to me, and I
followed them, a group of pilgrims to the New World.

In parallel, we went into the sewers, always
chanting, and travelled underneath the City, dragging along our
prize, a big box with G C M R D written all over it. And in
parallel, we came to stop right underneath the southeast of the
City, right underneath a gigantic campus with an 800-storey tall
skyscraper. I hear that the last floor touches the crystal dome
itself.

In parallel, we left the box right there and
went away, always chanting, and returned topside.

In parallel, the box also had "GLOBAL ARMY -
HEAVY DEMOLITIONS DIVISION" written on it.

In parallel, when I died, I didn't come back
to Patrick Donahue. Not at first, at least.

I didn't simply come back to life, suspended
in a yellowish, murky liquid.

Before that, around the time I was talking to
the desert bunny, I came back to Lazarus.

The position of Metropolitan Chief Inspector
cannot be besmirched with the suggestion of mental illness, nor
sullied with the malodorous scent of rational instability. It
demands a wholesome, clear-headed individual, able to perform such
a demanding duty. And such was I, Faithful Reader, until Owen Filks
pressed the button. And, in my defence, I responded responsibly:
first, sabbatical; then sick leave; then indefinite leave; and when
my wife was committed, I gave them my resignation.

That was three years and a month ago.

Of course, General Chief Andrei Viskow would
have none of it. He called me to his office, talked to me, yelled
at me, and finally sent me to therapy with Dr Bernadette Williams,
a psychiatrist specialising in trauma of my sort. At the time I saw
it as Andrei's way of saying "pull yourself together". Now I know
it was Andrei's way of making up for his dead brother.

Bernadette would call it "displacement". But
she didn't. Instead, she called my pain "a seed of empowerment", my
dead son "free", and my degenerating state of mind "a path to
redemption". In the end, it was the thought of my daughter that
gave me some strength to keep going. She lost her brother to a
madman, her mother to an asylum, and she was about to lose her
father to a cheesy shrink.

My daughter and I spent a lot of evenings
together crying over plates of cold supper. Long silent walks,
holding each other's hand. Taking turns resting our heads the
other's shoulder. Holding each other up. Pushing each other through
another day.

It's called love.

In the end, both Bernadette and Andrei were
convinced of my sanity enough to approve my reinstatement as
Homicide Chief Inspector. It worked for a while: the job, the
Psycho Ward visits, the night-crying, the getting on with life. My
daughter even went to college, visiting on the weekends.

But that was just surface. The house was too
empty, the food too tasteless, breathing too pointless. Groping for
improvement, I moved into a smaller apartment far away, but that
hole inside, that gap, it only grew bigger.

At work, I was spectacular. My arrest record
sky-rocketed, my hound skills honed to perfection, all eventually
making me the City's supercop and Everyman's hero; the Galactic
Times even ran an article on me after I arrested Mary Jane
Atkinson. And if, like most people, you judged me solely on the
basis of my professional success, it really looked like there could
be a sunrise somewhere beyond the misty mountains.

But then I killed myself, which, admittedly,
did little to improve things. After they brought me back, while I
was still recovering from death at Central Cross without a single
scar on my wrists, my daughter packed her bags and moved in with
Jack Zwischenhèndler. Andrei swept the suicide under the rug ("He's
got a case of mild gastroenteritis"), and sent me for some more
sessions with Bernadette ("You must release your pain, Paul").

To their surprise, I was back in action in no
time. I discovered that suicide had some real therapeutic value.
Got it out of my system, so to speak. And if my daughter had come
back, if my wife had improved, I would really have fought for
another shot at piecing my life and family together. But they
didn't, Faithful Reader. They didn't, and eventually I just went
back to machine meals and little green packages, and with an
estranged daughter to the mix.

Which brings us back to the state of my mind.
Well...

... like I said, I wish I could go on PsyTrop
too. Like I said, sometimes I wish they locked me up with my wife.
But they didn't, Faithful Reader. They didn't, and I just walk
among them every day, the undercover madman, the living dead and
the dead alive.

***

Something drops on my head, and I open my
eyes. It's water. I fell asleep in the tunnel, and my watch says
5:16, Thursday's early hours.

My flashlight has turned itself off. I reach
over, turn it on, and point it around. It takes a few blinking
moments for my eyes to adjust. When they do, I see six faces
looking at me.

Paul Blake, Metropolitan Homicide Chief
Inspector, stands up calmly, washes sleep and blood off his face in
the dripping water, slicks his hair with it, dusts and straightens
his clothes, picks up his bag and shotgun and smiles at Lazarus's
children.

"Let's go", he says.

 





 


Thirty Five - Parallel
universe

It's another hour's hike through the dark -
me, surrounded by six silent figures - before we reach the shuttle
station. It's just like a mine's, fully equipped with power-rails,
a Loading/Unloading section and a docking platform.

You didn't think that we clawed our
way through 300 miles of underground dirt now, did you?

The shuttle, of course, has the GCMRD logo
stencilled on the side. Generous, unwitting sponsor of the Lazarus
Plan.

My six escorts lead me inside a car, they
follow, and we all strap ourselves in. The way we sit, I'm facing
four of them.

I smile. A horn blares obscenely loud, but I
don't even flinch, used as I am to it.

I've ridden this train so many times.

The shuttle starts to move, picks up speed,
and we're on our way. It's excellently soundproof, even at 300
miles an hour, and now we can talk comfortably. Mostly, we discuss
the Plan, and especially the bomb that we set underneath the GCMRD
skyscraper last night. Life, you see, is full of little jokes.

And this one is about me.

Finally, Bobby Mallow leans over and
whispers: "We thought you wouldn't come into the tunnel."

I smile benevolently. "You were right to
worry. It went too far this time, and I nearly forgot completely.
It was Mary Jane Atkinson that helped me remember. But I remembered
everything at the spot where you found me."

He laughs.

"What?"

"That was right under the Phoenix."

"You're kidding."

"No, really. Rania says that you had a
subconscious connection."

Rania Metcalf, pretty even under the
artificial light, leans in. "Are you talking about me?"

I smile at her. She and Bobby are a great
match. "We're saying how smart you are."

She raises an eyebrow and smiles back - a
rare ability. "What kept you?" she asks.

I lean back and laugh. "Paul Blake. Just Paul
Blake."

 





 


Thirty Six - Identity
Crisis

I am Chief Inspector Paul Blake. That's what
the bronze sign on my desk says.

I am a successful Homicide detective.

I am father to a murdered son, father to an
estranged daughter, and husband to a crazy wife.

I am in pain and grief. I am in therapy.

I am being sought, as Michael said, by
God.

But not yet.

Not yet.

I am, for all intents and purposes, dead. I
killed myself in my bathtub last year on my birthday.

I am also a drug addict. The drugs I take -
always at night - come in little packages. Little green packages
that I pick up from the place where the door rings when you open
it. Like the local all-night pharmacy.

Little green packages that I call "The
usual".

Little green packages that give me peace.

Little green packages that have, on occasion,
contained maps of the City, reports on tunnel progress, keys to the
GCMRD Explosives Warehouse, lists of new recruits, and finally,
those hard-to-get PsyTrop capsules.

All that, of course, was before I killed
myself.

Bernadette called it "Denial". Andrei called
it "Traumatic Stress". I called it "Too Much", and went on an
escapist, illegal and sporadic PsyTrop regime. As a high-ranking
law enforcer, it wasn't hard to forge prescriptions. Now, any medic
will tell you that occasional high-dosing with PsyTrop can have
detrimental effects to memory and mental health - as opposed to
small, frequent dosing. Irregular use of PsyTrop is likely to
exaggerate schizophrenic tendencies, induce psychosis, and cause
memory loss. I think it was that last side-effect that sold me. At
my state, some amnesia was more than welcome.

Which explains my confusion when, along with
my occasional PsyTrop, my pharmacist began supplying me with maps
of the City, keys to explosives, and lists of people I'd never
heard of. But since they too brought me peace, I didn't worry too
much. That's also a side-effect, by the way.

Apparently, amnesia induced by PsyTrop, is
selective. What that means is that the brain takes over management,
and decides by itself what to remember and what to forget.

But there are rules: Items discarded into the
bin of oblivion include only recent and out-of-the-norm
experiences. But given that my life was saturated with routine, I
didn't feel as if I was missing out on anything important.

Like, say, joining an underground - literally
- terrorist group lead by a man called Lazarus.

Of course, sometimes I dreamt of it, my
deprived subconscious helplessly trying to warn me, but I just
blamed PsyTrop.

It's the little things you miss.

I don't, at this point (or ever will), recall
exactly when I agreed to join Lazarus and his Plan. It was sometime
after my wife was locked up. Nor do I remember how we first met
each other. All I have left are conversations, faces, and trips,
all jumbled up in a deranged jigsaw of shattered memories.

Oh, yes. Trips. Do you know how long it takes
to drive from the Phoenix to Point X, the place where we take the
Outcast to exile them? That's right, Anxious Reader. Two hours. Two
dusty hours on Auto-Drive, at 130 miles an hour, and another two
hours back. Four dusty hours, driving through the wastelands north
of beloved City.

And now, the Outcast have decided to pay us a
visit. Except that now, they call themselves Children. It's very
important to them.

The dead have risen.

My memories are so faded and jagged that I
can safely say that, since Owen Filks, I have been leading two
lives. In one, I'm Paul Blake, Metropolitan Homicide Chief
Inspector, a successful detective and the City's supercop. In the
other, I'm Paul Blake, leading member of the Outcast and the right
hand of Lazarus. The difference, your Honour, between me and other
schizophrenics, is that only the first life is conscious, and the
second one is just a drug-induced side-effect, like insomnia or
eczema (I'd sue the PsyTrop manufacturer, but it's a company called
Zeus Pharmaceuticals and they are contracted to the GCMRD).

I am an unconscious terrorist, your Honour.
And I've helped burn down the City. I've assisted in organising and
equipping the Outcast for their upcoming attack. I've even brought
many of them back into the City, used my influence to find them
jobs, and generally infiltrate our glass society with them. I've
been doing this for three years and one month.

I know all this, and I'd swear on it.

The problem is, your Honour, that I don't
remember much of it. It seems that my hippocampus has misfiled the
memories, because if you ask me, I have no way of telling you how I
pulled all that off. But, your Honour, if you check with Metro
records, you'll find that my car has travelled to and from Point X
at least twelve times in the past three years. Of course, there is
nothing suspicious about that, especially for a Chief Inspector -
there are even family tours on the weekends. But, considering the
facts, isn't it suspicious, your Honour? Twelve times?

I am unwittingly guilty, at least of this
crime. But you see, your Honour, what can you do to me? Cast me out
of the City? It's a bit too late for that. Because there are many
ways to get out of Point X and into the wastelands. There are many
ways of finding the Outcast, even though our beloved Mayor Jason
Templar thinks that they are lost.

"...they headed north for a week, and then
our satellites lost them."

"Lost them?"

"That's right. Disappeared from our screens
and scanners."

Screens and scanners feed off satellite
images. Satellites fly in orbit around the planet, monitoring the
surface.

But not beneath it.

***

...Bobby stares out of the window at the dark
rocks of the tunnel and says something. Rania laughs, and the
others join them.

I laugh too, part of the group, looking
forward to seeing our conspiracy bear fruit.

I am so sorry, Puzzled Reader. Stories are
sequential, but real life plays out in parallel. And in this
parallel, you need to be led, just like I was: led by loss, led by
drugs, led by insanity, led by Lazarus.

Bobby and Rania laugh again, and I laugh with
them. Lazarus is such a good teacher. When he speaks, he says, "In
the end, destruction will breed new life. Just like us."

But that's later. For now I laugh with them,
laugh hard and loud, and around my brain's conference table my
thoughts laugh too, hard and loud and hold their bellies, all
except for one.

One thought that isn't laughing.

One thought that's furiously writing
something on a pad and gives it to one of the clerks.

One thought that's not masquerading.

One thought.

It's been there since last night.

It's been there since Michael spoke to
me.

It's been there since something else,
something new clicked in my brain, and choked my Sunday-school
answer in my throat.

As I laugh with the Lazarus's Children, I
think about my bag.

I think about its contents.

I think about the shotgun, sitting on my
lap.

I think about what's stitched in it.

Four hours is a long time to be sitting in a
car.

A long time.

The shuttle speeds through the dark
tunnel.

It's not murder. Not if you're already dead.
Not if you're still dead. Not if you're not really alive.

I think about the sixty shots.

Should be enough.

 





 


Thirty Seven -
Antiphony

The shuttle tears through the dark, and
conversation runs rife. It's almost a party now, loud laughter and
animated words. And then comes the singing, the chant of the
morgue, and Rania grabs my hand and encourages me to sing along.
And, with the advantage of holding both my lives in my
consciousness now, I sing along easily.

It was the sound I heard behind Bobby's
message - the sound that made me turn the car away from Central
Cross. But it has no effect on me now.

Not anymore.

I already died and came back once. Except
that I didn't come back.

I was sent back. There's a difference.

Bobby Mallow, my protÄgÄ, my friend, face
flustered and ecstatic, shouts, "We were but worms."

We reply, "Worms."

Bobby says, "We writhed, enslaved under the
bondage of the First Life."

We reply, "We writhed."

Bobby says, "There was no light, no
redemption, no deliverance from the Human Form."

We reply, "No redemption."

Bobby says, "Unless the Human Form was
broken, we would be slaves forever."

We reply, "Forever."

Bobby says, "But then he came, came and
showed us the Way."

We reply, "The Way of the Second Life."

Bobby says, "We were not worthy."

We reply, "Unworthy."

Bobby says, "We were but worms."

We reply, "But he showed us the Way."

Bobby says, "We were once alive, but now we
are dead."

We reply, "Dead."

Bobby says, "We were slaves, but now we are
free."

We reply, "Free."

Bobby says, "The First Life was corrupt,
rotting in the Fear of Death. The First Life was afraid, caught in
the Claws of Morality. The First Life was torn, shredded by the
Perpetuation of Pain. The First Life was heavy, weighed by the
Anchor of Futility. The First Life was dead, decaying in the
Cesspool of Existence. The First Life was us, lost in the Eternity
of Nothing."

We reply, "The First Life was a path."

Bobby says, "The First Life was the path that
led him to us, and us to him. It was the path that took us from the
Weight of Being and raised us to the Flight of Resurrection. We are
family, not because of Birth, but because of Death."

We reply, "May this truth guide us."

Bobby says, "It was his power, his first
pilgrimage to the Land of the Dead that opened the way for us. It
was he who broke open the door and called us to follow him."

We reply, "And follow him we will."

Bobby says, "To all ends, for we are
his."

They reply, "We are his."

Bobby says, "Paul?"

I reply, "You are mine."

***

When I pull the trigger, the Negotiator kicks
back beautifully, and Bobby's shredded body smashes on his seat and
sprays blood on the rest of us. I reload, pull the trigger again,
and his face caves in. I know it's wasteful, but I need the
dramatic effect.

More blood. Just can't get enough of it.

Let's see him come back from that.

While the others scream, I pull out my gun,
aim it at the man across me, and put a bullet through his eyes.
Then, with serenity I haven't felt in years, I aim the gun at the
girl next to him - she just freezes in her seat, big blue eyes -
and the bullet goes through her nose. She doesn't die immediately,
but while she wiggles and twitches, I shove the gun under the jaw
of the man sitting to my right, and his brains slap the ceiling. As
I turn, I watch the noseless flopping girl subside on her seat
while the gun's barrel smashes through the teeth of the man sitting
to my left. He groans in pain and before I pull the trigger he
makes some choking sounds from swallowing his molars. After
I pull the trigger, of course, he quiets down.

Rania Metcalf, the only one left, is
screaming, her clothes and face and hands covered in blood, she's
screaming and looking at Bobby, the three men and the girl - still
twitching a bit - and pulls at her dripping hair and cries, clear
streams of tears washing through her bloodstained, brain-splattered
cheeks.

I feel nothing.

I lean back on my seat, pull out some shots
from the bag - so calm, so deathly calm - and reload the shotgun.
The clicking sound is loud in the soundproof shuttle, and Rania
shuts up.

"Rania."

No response.

"Rania!"

She looks at me, her brown eyes wide and
terrified.

"Can you understand me?"

It takes her a while, but she nods. Her lower
lip trembles.

"Good. Listen to me. What I did was
necessary. I don't expect you to understand, but you must try.
Yes?"

It takes even longer, but she finally hisses
something. "Why didn't you kill me?"

I start reloading my gun. A dollop of brain
drips from the ceiling and splats on my right shoulder. "Because I
need you. Lazarus won't sacrifice his children."

"I will never betray him."

"You won't. All you have to do is follow his
orders."

She looks around at the bloody mess of
bodies, and then looks up at me, still shivering. "His orders?"

I've wanted to say this punchline since I was
a kid, and, having burned my bridges, I see no reason not to.

"Take me to your leader."

 





 


Thirty Eight - Another
missing piece

Memory is a strange thing.

I proposed to my wife twenty years ago. We
had taken a holiday back to Earth, and caught Greece in the summer.
We spent the day at the beach, ran on the sand, went sailing and
scuba-diving. We ate ice-cream and played tennis and beach volley.
We kissed every thirty seconds. We held hands, even in the water.
We joked, we laughed, we enjoyed each other like two kids in
love.

Being romantic, I decided to do it in the
evening. It was a simple plan: we'd walk barefoot on the shore,
watch the sunset, get well into the mood, and then I'd take the
ring from my shirt's pocket and pop the question; the same clichÄ
my forefathers pulled before me.

It was idyllic. The sun began to dip behind
the horizon, and the sea shimmered golden, fiery orange and red
under the gentlest breeze of the Mediterranean ocean. The world was
with us.

I stopped, turned, and took both her hands in
mine. She looked up at me, half surprised, half playful, and
smiled. She has a strange smile - her nose tips down slightly and
her lips part a little showing a hint of her white teeth. It is, by
all accounts, immeasurably cute.

I said her name. Still playing, she said mine
(romance was dying in 2074, and they've long pulled the plug now).
I took a breath.

"I love you."

"I love you too, Paul. What is it?"

"I'll tell you. You know -"

"HELP!"

Somewhere from the water, came a voice. I
turned around and caught the sun, the sea, the sand -

"HEEELP!"

She pointed. "Paul! There!"

I squinted a bit, and saw two hands flailing
over the surface of the water in the classic fashion of the global
distress signal.

Someone was drowning.

Naturally, I postponed my speech, ran to the
water throwing off my shirt but not bothering with the trousers,
and dived in. Distances at sea are hard to estimate, and it took me
longer to get there than I'd expected. When I did, there was only a
hand protruding from the surface, and I grabbed hold of it. With a
few splashing manoeuvres I managed to get my hands on the man's
shoulders, and I pulled him up.

I didn't notice it right away because the
evening water looked red anyway. I only thought that he was very
hard to move, as if he was stuck on something. But when that
something almost pulled us both underwater, I admit, I freaked
out.

Normally, especially in 2074, you wouldn't
expect to find sharks in those waters. A few harmless dogfish
perhaps, and the occasional thresher, but nothing to worry
about.

This, I found out later, was one of Earth's
few remaining bull sharks, also known as Carcharinus leucas.
It had been brought from Peru as an exhibit for an aquarium in
Crete, and while transporting it back, it managed to escape into
the unfamiliar Aegean waters. Confused, out of his depth -
literally - and understandably frustrated, Mr C. Leucas
decided to relieve his anxiety with some stress-eating. Tapping
quickly into his primeval instincts, he stalked the shallow waters
and bit at the first living thing he came across; the same clichÄ
his forefathers pulled before him. In this case, it was a man's
leg.

Annoyed at the incompliance of his snack, Mr
Leucas pulled harder, and suddenly discovered not only the source
of his food's recalcitrance - me - but also that he could get
seconds with a little good will and some extra effort.

Bull sharks are powerful creatures. This one
stretched at seven feet and weighed in at 220 pounds. Seeing as
I stretched at six feet two and weighed in at a puny 180
pounds - not to mention the animal's clear advantage in the marine
environment - I abandoned the man and swam away like crazy. The
water seemed darker underneath me, and from behind me I heard the
chunky, frothy sound of flesh being torn. I remember hoping that
the shark would turn its attention to its prey; that the man's
blood would keep Mr Leucas away from me.

There is a serrated scar on my left ribcage
that tells a different tale.

I don't remember much after that, except for
the pain, the thrashing, and a dark moment when the water closed
over my face and I knew that I was going to die down there, at the
bottom of the sea. The thought didn't scare me so much as it made
me sad. Because then, in that second of sinking, I thought of the
girl I'd left back on the shore, the girl that I was so close to
proposing to, the girl that I wanted to spend the rest of my life
with and now never would.

I thought of her.

I think that was the moment when I became
utterly convinced that I loved her - in the teeth of a bull shark,
disappearing into my watery grave. Love, they say, outlasts both
faith and hope.

The Greek coast guard would tell me later
that a nearby patrol boat sped to the scene and shot poor Mr Leucas
dead. Of course, if a shark stops moving, it will sink, so they
still had to send a diver down to pry me from his jaws.

It took some time to identify the other man,
and he turned out to be a lawyer from France.

One bull shark and a quarter less Paul later,
in the noisy ER of an Athens hospital, I opened my eyes. The first
thing I saw when I focused, was her face. She was sitting by my
bed, still in the clothes she wore on our walk by the beach, and in
her hand she held a small shiny object, glistening in the white
hospital light.

I was glad I'd remembered to take my shirt
off, or else Mr Leucas would have ruined more than just my
ribcage.

She saw me, and she put her hand through my
hair. Then she lifted the ring for me to see, and she put it
through the third finger of her left hand. It fit perfectly. Her
eyes were damp.

"Yes", she said.

Memory is a strange thing.

***

As the shuttle passes through the tunnel, as
I sit between two corpses while Rania Metcalf sniffs and laments
quietly over Bobby's remains, as I see the distant lights
approaching, I suddenly realise something.

I realise that I haven't seen the scar on my
ribcage for a while.

I realise that I haven't seen it since last
year, on my birthday.

I realise that I haven't seen it since I
killed myself.

Besides, he only used them experimentally.
Tissue regeneration and such.

That was one scar I wanted to keep. My old
life has passed away.

Then the shuttle slows down, and it's time to
focus again. Can't shoot without focusing.

The shuttle stops, I unstrap myself and stand
up.

I can see them already, having something like
a party, about three hundred of them. Minus five now.

I get Rania on her feet and stick the
Negotiator's barrel at the back of her head.

The doors hiss open. In the distance, I see
him coming.

He doesn't know yet.

Good.

I see Lazarus.

 





 


Thirty Nine -
Buffer

At Metro Academy, they tell you that your
duty is to serve and protect. They tell you over and over until it
becomes your mantra, your personal code of conduct and the guiding
light that will lead you through your years on the Force. That will
lead you through your years on your life.

But this isn't about philosophy. In this
Throwaway era, we threw philosophy away a long time ago.

In this Throwaway era, life pools and grows
stagnant and then leaks through the rusty pipes of routine and
slowly drips away, seconds to minute, hours to days, weeks to
months, years to lifespan.

This is the illusion of life. The walking
dead and dead alive. The desperate struggle from breath to death to
accomplish, succeed, dream and hope, while all that ever mattered
gets buried in the mud of rusty lifedrops.

Drip.

You are born.

Drop.

You grow.

Drip.

You are educated.

Drop.

You get a job.

Drip.

You get married.

Drop.

You get a family.

Drip.

You become your upbringing. You become your
education. You become your job, your marriage, your family, your
pension, your idiosyncrasies, your eccentricities.

Otherwise, it hurts too much.

At Metro Academy they give you the big
picture, because sooner or later you're going to need it. They tell
you that we might not have all the answers, but we're here to
sustain life as we know it so that we may continue our quest for
them unhindered.

Unhindered. I like that.

Then you become your job. Your duty of
serving and protecting. And it grows on you over the years like a
tumour, and then it becomes you, or, better still, you become it.
Your little cancer of duty and sense of purpose.

At Metro Academy they give you the Bridge
Test: You're standing on a bridge and a train is about to pass
underneath. Its breaks are gone and it's headed for collision.
There's a person next to you on the bridge. The train carries a
hundred people. You know that the only way to stop the train and
save them is to throw a person on the rails.

What do you do?

Do you sacrifice one life to save a
hundred?

If the answer is no, you fail the test.

If the answer is yes, you fail the test.

I said I'd throw myself.

I passed the test.

After I killed myself, Andrei asked me, Why'd
you do it?

I said the pain got to me. I said it hurt too
much.

After I killed myself, Bernadette asked me,
Why'd you do it?

I said I couldn't embrace my pain. I said I
had nightmares.

After I killed myself, my daughter asked me,
Why'd you do it?

I said, I'm sorry. I said, I was wrong.

After I killed myself, I asked me, Why?

And then I punched me.

Would you do it again, Paul?

No.

Why not?

Because I threw myself off the bridge. I did
my job. I did my duty, I served and protected. And they brought me
back. I came back. I was sent back.

I had my shot at death, and it didn't work
out. So back to life then.

Drug-induced schizophrenia doesn't last, and
neither does drug-induced oblivion. Your brain gets used to
PsyTrop. Your dreams become clearer. And your two lives - the rusty
one and the drug-induced one - start to merge together. They meld.
And when you're one-part honourable cop and one-part organised
terrorist, it causes problems.

The City maps, the tunnel reports, the GCMRD
keys, they begin to make sense. The lists of names become
familiar.

You know what's going on.

You remember.

Sometimes, you remember.

So you tell yourself that you're in too deep
to pull out. But that's not true. You tell yourself you'll confess
everything and accept the consequences of your actions. Plead
temporary insanity. It sounds like a good deal but that's not true
either. Because you know that a part of you wanted and still wants
this to happen. A part of you is sick of the rusty lifedrops and
the pain and the crying and the pleading, and it's sick of trying
to hold everything together, to hold onto the frayed reins that
drive your life. That part of you wants to let go. It wants to fall
off. It wants to break a leg, an arm, its neck. It wants to swell
up in wrath, it wants to burn down the City, it wants to throw away
the living and bring back the dead. It wants to stop the trickle of
life and bust open the pipes of routine. It wants to kill or be
killed, live or let live. It wants Apocalypse, the end of the
world, and the birth of a new one.

This, of course, is too much to handle, and
your little stash of PsyTrop just isn't enough. Besides, you've
become addicted now. You're a cop, a terrorist, and a junkie. Your
son's dead. Your wife's institutionalised. Your daughter's away in
college.

What do you do? What do you do when all your
fuel has to come from you and you alone?

You listen and trust that part of you that
yearns for Armageddon. And you start with yourself. You plan it
out, you drink some wine, you fill up the bathtub, you go to your
surprise birthday party, you come back, you finish filling the tub,
you get naked, you sit in the water, and you slit your wrists.

When you do it, it makes sense. At least to
you. But after you do it, everyone else demands an explanation.

Why'd you do it, Paul?

It was the pain. It was my dead son. It was
my insane wife. It was my involvement in a growing terrorist
organisation.

After I killed myself, Lazarus asked me, How
are you feeling, Paul?

I said, as good as new. I said it's like
swimming.

And when he spoke, he said, "I know".

I said, how would you know?

And when he spoke, he said, "I was the first
one they brought back."

I said, they don't bring you back. You come
back. There's a difference.

And when he spoke, he said, "We are so close
to the New World."

I said, I want out. I said I killed myself
and that didn't fix anything.

And when he spoke, he said, "Then stay with
me."

I said, in the end, I will have to kill you.
I said, you know that.

And when he spoke, he said, "I'll be
waiting."

 





 


Forty - Crowd
control

I let Rania step off the shuttle and I stand
at the door with the Negotiator aimed at her head.

Everyone's wearing grey robes.

The crowd stands still. Puzzled maybe, though
it's hard to see in the artificial light. White light again, the
light of hospitals.

We are in a huge cavern a thousand feet
underneath Point X. It's called the Nest. It's where we, the
Lazarus's children, gather, plot, sleep, and live.

This is where Mayor Templar lost his Outcast,
and Francesco Moniz his patients. This is where Lazarus - with my
help - built his army. At one thousand feet, under this planet's
surface composition, the satellite thermo-scanners can't see
you.

You disappear.

The crowd stands still. In the distance, I
can see Lazarus.

I can't see his face.

I don't have to.

Everything's gone so quiet that I can hear
Rania's sniffy breathing. Behind me, something drips from the
ceiling and smacks the floor.

Plop.

"LAZARUS!"

Silence.

"COME FORTH!"

Another moment passes, and then the crowd
begins to part. They pull back, open up, silent and confused and
sad, and all I see now is Rania's head in the foreground and an
empty path stretching all the way to him.

Photographers call that a 'leading line'.

Finally, our eyes meet. Lazarus looks at me
for a while, then he looks down, nods, and when he looks up again
he's smiling. He's wearing the long white robe.

I smile back. But not the same.

***

And when he speaks, he says, "Paul. I've been
expecting you."

"I'm here."

"How did you get so lost? When? Where?"

"Where is my wife?"

"She's not your wife anymore, Paul. You know
that. She's my child. Like Rania. Like you. Like the ones you
killed in the shuttle. Like everyone else here. You are my
children, and we are family. Brothers and sisters."

"Where is she?"

He sighs and shakes his head. "After all
you've seen, to be so blind. You of all people! Second after the
First! My Firstborn! Look around you. You and I created all
this!"

I say nothing. I just wait. Rania is calm
now, basking in the voice of her Father.

The crowd stares at me. I scan their faces.
Some I know, most I don't. Some I've arrested; some I've killed;
some I've enlisted; some I've read their obituaries.

Lazarus speaks over the faces. "When you told
me that you wanted to leave, I didn't want to believe it. I didn't
want to believe that my Morning Star would become my Fallen Angel.
I extended my forgiveness to you so many times. And you have
refused it."

Fifty-eight shots. Fifty-seven after
Rania.

Should be enough.

"But why? Why do you choose to incur my
wrath? Why do you force me to judgement instead of love? Why do you
choose damnation instead of redemption? You followed me in the very
beginning. You escaped the First Life and came into the Second. But
now it seems that the wounds you left behind were only those of
your body. Your soul still bears the scars of your First Life!"

The crowd gasps.

I'm still waiting.

"You have not been purged, Paul! You have not
been cleansed! See, see what horror you bring to my children, so
many of which you yourself have led to me." He points a finger.
"You are not one of us!"

More gasping.

"You do not belong here!"

A couple of men from the crowd take a step
forward. The others hesitate.

Lazarus bellows. "MY CHILDREN! SAVE YOUR
SISTER!"

Here we go.

I blow Rania's head off, and when the crowd
cowers, I take a step forward. I reload and aim the barrel at the
first one who runs up to me. I wait until he's at point blank, and
then blast him. At the head. I reload, I aim, I shoot. Rinse and
repeat.

Fifty-five shots.

Fifty-four shots.

Fifty-three shots.

Always at the head. The way Patrick Donahue
exemplified on Laura Berks. Pull out the candle's wick.

It's not murder when they're not alive.
Copies. Clones. Machines in human flesh. Easy to program. Easy to
use.

Except me. I didn't come back. I was sent
back. There's a huge difference.

Fifty shots.

Should be enough.

The crowd moves towards me, backing off at
every shot, then coming again, then backing off again, and I keep
reloading and aiming and shooting, and every time one of them goes
down they wail and cry, more and more desperate to get at me, but
too scared of the shots, the blood, the Second Death.

Forty-nine shots and I'm halfway through the
distance between me and Lazarus. As I walk and shoot, I never take
my eyes off him.

Forty shots. The crowd's getting denser, a
wall of bodies in front of me, but the Negotiator pulls through. At
every shot, blood and brains fly off, pushing the crowd back long
enough for me to reload and take another step.

Twenty-five shots. From this close, Lazarus
looks agitated - angry even. This means that we're making some real
progress here, a breakthrough, touching some sensitive ground.

Bernadette would be proud.

At nineteen shots, his eyes are wide and he
screams exhortations to his children.

Ten shots. I can see tears in his eyes.

Nine shots. He's breathing hard, screaming,
shouting, cursing me in a supremely undignified and unbecoming
manner.

Three shots. We're ten feet from each other.
Ten feet of human copies between us.

Two shots. Nearly there.

One shot. I put it through the head of a girl
who was clawing at my face, and the Negotiator clunks empty.

I'm five feet away from Lazarus. As I drop
the Negotiator to the ground, the first fist hits my face.

It's okay. This is why I came here.

Another fist. A punch in my stomach, a knee
in my groin. I could pull out my gun and start again, but that
would just be pointless now.

A blow to my head, and I see stars. Something
black hoods over my eyes, and I know that someone's hit me with the
Negotiator.

When I feel them take my bag away from me, I
relax.

As I fade off, they pick me up in their hands
and hold me over their heads, like a trophy. And before I go
altogether, my head drops back and I see their reversed faces
looking at me, angry, shouting, savage, and then, in that split
second before the lights go out, I see his face. It's the only one
standing still, smiling quietly at me.

I smile back, and in my haze try to remember
his name.

What was it? He told me, didn't he?

Oh yes.

Michael.

 





 


Forty One - Passion
Friday

The rope grinds through my wrists and the
ground is cold and wet. Lying naked on granite a thousand feet
underground, I should be worried about pneumonia. Hypothermia. The
chills. The sniffles. And I haven't even regained consciousness
yet.

Knowing that you are going to die gives you
perspective.

Knowing that you are going to die again gives
you purpose. And I have one.

It's good like this, sunk in the dark,
oblivious to the world outside. A blow on the head, the lights go
off, and the noise fades away. You dive into the sweet abyss and
happily drown away.

In a fadeout, you don't feel anything.

Years ago, I was investigating a murder that
brought me to the door of the City's mafia. Naturally they didn't
like me knocking, and three big guys caught up with me one night as
I went back home. They were sent to soften me up, no guns, no
knives. Just a massage. Warm up. I fought back, of course, but
sometimes it's just not enough.

After a while, you don't feel anything. You
slide. You fade out and dive into the black. Somewhere outside, you
can hear the fists, but you can't feel them. You hear boots kicking
your face and your stomach, but it's just noise.

All you know is that it's going to hurt when
you come back. A lot. So you wish that you won't come back. You
wish that you can stay down there forever.

To start with, they call it unconsciousness.
After a while, they call it a coma. If enough time passes, they
call it clinically dead. That's when they pull the plug. After
that, they call it death and note the time.

I've been there and back again.

Laurence - ex-marine, ex-Psycho Ward nurse,
ex-alive - told me once that nobody comes back without a reason.
Those who don't, they just have no reason to. They find oblivion,
and they drown in it. Physicists call it Entropy.

I was sent back. Apparently, there was a
reason. I just didn't know it at the time.

That's why it's time to come back now.

As I fly out of the abyss, I can measure the
distance in units of pain. When I groan and cough up blood, I know
that I'm there.

Another fine landing.

My eyes open. The first thing I see is a pair
of bare feet. Which means I'm lying sideways on the ground.

I can tell those feet anywhere. Even down
here.

My wife's feet. I've helped strap them down a
million times.

With effort that makes me sick, I turn my
face to look up.

This time, it's her visiting and
strapping, although there's no Laurence, no Vivaldi and no PsyTrop
to complete the irony.

"Paul."

I try to say her name, but all that comes out
is "Mmf." It'll take some time.

"Shh. Don't speak, honey. You're hurt."

No kidding.

I spit some blood, and manage to speak. I
speak to her feet. "What time is it?"

"Six in the morning."

"Friday?"

"Paul. I came to ask you to come back to
Lazarus. To come back to us. To come back with me."

"I came for you. Come back with me. Mmf."

The feet move, and are replaced by knees.
She's wearing a grey robe. It's what all the women down here wear.
The men wear grey robes too, but longer. Of course, when outside
the Nest, men and women are attired like everyone else. To carry
out their good work, Lazarus's children must blend in.

Somewhere else, this is called Infiltration.
But down here, it's called the Plan.

My head hurts, bad. My wife is quiet, still
waiting for my answer.

My answer. "Come with me. You don't belong to
him. You don't belong to Lazarus."

From her voice, I know that she's smiling.
"That is not my choice to make, Paul. You know that. What I am -
who I am - belongs to him because he created me. Oh, Paul! Why
don't you see it? Why don't you follow him? He created you
too."

"No." I cough out some more blood. "No. Not
me."

Silence. Then, slowly, the knees straighten
up, and are replaced by feet once again.

She's standing. "What did you say?"

"It wasn't him. He - he didn't bring me back.
I was sent back. There's a difference. I think - I think that's
what Victor Poppleton was trying to tell me."

"Who? What - what are you saying?"

I'm really choking with blood now, and when I
speak, I spit out a thin scarlet spray on the ground. Some of it
reaches her toes. "I'm not his. That's why I can confront him.
That's why I must stop him."

"But he said... he told me that you were his
firstborn."

A heavy throat-cough and I can breathe again.
"That's what he told me too. Back then, just after I killed myself.
He told me that he had brought me back. But it wasn't him."

The feet back up now, and my vision clears up
a bit more. I can tell that I'm in one of the "dungeons", our
Family's version of holding cells for potential disobedient
members. As far as I know, I'm the first prisoner.

My wife goes to the far wall and slowly drops
to the floor with her back on the wall and her knees gathered up to
her chest.

She's frightened.

Good.

While I talk, I lie completely still so that
my body language doesn't communicate threat. Of course, lying naked
and tied up on the ground isn't exactly menacing, but right now she
looks ready to run if I so much as twitch.

After they come back, they are so fragile.
Like children. His children.

Here we go.

"Listen to me. Lazarus is wrong. All this,
it's wrong. When I died, I saw something. I caught a glimpse of
something. I didn't understand then, but I think I do now."

Without looking at me she whispers, "What was
it?"

"I can't tell you. I - I must not."

"Why?"

"Because it's not meant for you. It's between
Lazarus and me. You - all of the children, you shouldn't be
here."

"You killed them, Paul! You shot them!"

"They were already dead. All of them - Bobby,
Rania, the others. All of them, they were already dead. Even
you."

"But the Second Life -"

"- is a lie. He's wrong. He was always
wrong."

She looks at me. She's crying. "Then why did
you follow him?"

Even at my most comfortable, I'd have a hard
time explaining this. My dead son, my crazy wife, PsyTrop, my lost
life, my one shot at the title that got blown to pieces.

Like I said, this isn't about Philosophy.

It's about Peace. Dona nobis
pacem.

Why did you do it, Paul? At my current state,
with the clock ticking under the GCMRD building, I have to opt for
the abridged version.

"I helped him because... because of the
drugs. I was hurting. But this is wrong. What he wants, it's not a
solution. Killing, bringing back. There's a line, and he crossed
it. I guess we both did. I helped him for years... and then I
couldn't do it any more. The double life. Well, life in general.
When I came back, after I died, he visited me. Told me who he
really was, and why he was doing this. He thought he found a
companion. At the time, I was the only other one that had come
back. A fellow pilgrim. So he asked me to stay with him."

"What did you tell him?"

"I told him I'd kill him."

She hides her face in her knees, and some old
echo of our former lives stirs inside me.

I say her name, but she doesn't move. "Come
with me. Please. Help me stop him." And then, "I love you."

And then, "I always loved you.

And then, "I still love you."

She looks up again, eyes red and watery. She
smiles at me, that strange, immeasurably cute smile of hers. And
then, "The woman you love is gone, Paul. She's dead. I am alive. I
am new. Don't look for her in me."

Before she leaves, she speaks to me without
looking at me.

She says, "Where are your sharkbites,
Paul?"

***

Long after she's gone and the door slams
shut, I'm still staring at the spot where she was sitting.
Strangely, I feel nothing.

They say that you always die alone. I know
it's true because I've done it.

And in a way, I never really came back. I
just like to think that I did, and that I brought something with
me.

Once again, I'm in transit.

 





 


Forty Two -
Lazarus

Clarence Eideteker laughs two inches from my
face, pulls back, and hits me again.

"You feel anything, Firstborn? You feel born
again? Dead again?"

My wrists are bleeding now, and the blood
trickles down my forearms, turns at my elbows and drips on my ears.
This happens when your hands are tied to a rope that is tied to the
ceiling and your feet don't touch the floor.

You're swinging.

Clarence Eideteker laughs again, and hits me.
He's been doing this for about an hour now. I know the time because
when he came in with the guards, they left a holoclock on the
floor, right where I can see it.

It says 11:46, Friday. Passion Friday in this
week of miracles.

Clarence Eideteker, a poet - Goth poet
- the size of a boxer, brings his face five inches from mine and
spits. It hits me in the eye, but since it's swollen and closed, I
can't feel it.

After a while, you don't feel anything.

Clarence Eideteker walks behind me, and I
hear him drinking some water. He smacks his lips deliberately and
then kicks me on the small of my back. I feel my left kidney
straining.

It's okay. This is why I came here.

"You know what will happen, Paul? You know
what, pig? I'll tell you. We'll burn the City down, have our fun,
and then recruit anyone who's left. We've taken over everything.
Hesterni sumus, Paul! Remember that, you lump of meat? We
might be of yesterday, but we're here to stay. And then, Saturday
night, we're all gonna go back up, at the top of Central Cross, at
the top of the Phoenix, at the top of every scraper, and we're
gonna watch the fireworks. You hear me, copper? We're gonna sit
there and watch the GCMRD tower go down, we're gonna see that tower
of Babel topple over and get buried in its own dust and rubble. And
you know what, swine? You're gonna have the best seat, and
you ain't gonna miss a thing. Because we're gonna put you right
underneath it. We're gonna send you back from where you came from.
You don't believe in the Second Life? You can have a Second Death!
And then we'll see if Lazarus was right or not. And when you get
there, all our brothers and sisters that you killed, they're gonna
be waiting for you right there. And what they're gonna do to you
there I don't know, but I know that they'll be plenty pissed at
you. And I know that the worst they're gonna do to you is leave you
behind when we call them back. Because we can, Paul! You think that
we need the GCMRD? We can do it ourselves now. We don't need the
Vita tubes anymore. We have the syringes. We've taken DNA from all
the children and we have enough CSF to bring everyone back a
hundred times. That's immortality Paul!

"We can bring back anyone now. And we can
send back anyone we want, Paul. We don't only decide who dies
anymore. We decide who lives, who comes and who goes. We're the
gatekeepers." Clarence Eideteker puts his mouth an inch from my ear
and screams "WE. ARE. GOD!" My ear rings.

With my one good eye, I can see Lazarus
sitting on a chair, to my right, watching me, listening, thinking.
He doesn't have to preach anymore. His children do it for him. They
do everything for him now.

Times change. But he worked hard to get here.
I'll give him that. There was a time when he only had me to help
him out. And I needed drugs to do it.

I want to say something to him, but my mouth
is bleeding, and breathing is hard with me hanging like this.
Another kick from Clarence makes it harder, like inhaling
needles.

We'll talk later.

***

Some of what Clarence Eideteker told me I
already knew, and most of it I'd already guessed. I don't suppose
I'll figure everything out, at least not before the end.
Afterwards, I'll have all the time I want, but I won't care.
Actually, I'm already feeling like that.

But Clarence gave me the basic recap, and the
jagged edges now fit together. Lazarus approached me three years
and a month ago, just after Owen Filks created his own little
Armageddon. My wife had been locked up at Psycho Ward and I'd
already gotten inspired by her PsyTrop regime.

Looking back, I think that I was sinking.
When you hurt so much, you'll try almost anything to keep your mind
off the pain. Occupational therapy with Bernadette. Work hard and
long hours. Catch killers. Catch serial killers. Take PsyTrop
illegally and irregularly. Induce amnesia. Develop schizophrenia.
Join a man bent on destroying the City and taking over the galaxy.
Slit your wrists in the bathtub. Come back from the dead.

At first, I didn't care for Lazarus's
reasons, and PsyTrop had a lot to do with that. All I wanted was to
sink the ship with me. Titanic revisited. Burn the City. Blow
things up.

Psychologists call it displacement.

Consciously, subconsciously, unconsciously, I
helped Lazarus out. I set him up. For two years I gave him access
to Metro files, records, City layouts, maps, security posts,
weapons' warehouses, equipment, money, and - above all - full
information of the Outcast, both existent and soon-to-be. I fed him
names as they came. He reported back through my little green
packages. Drugs and a letter. He infiltrated, he networked, he went
out to the wastelands, located the lost Outcast, and began his
family.

In the third year, my PsyTrop supply ran out
and I decided to kill myself. At the time, it seemed like a good
solution for everyone involved, especially me.

My daughter had been on a field trip to
Earth. When she found me floating in my blood two days later, she
panicked. She called Metro. Switchboard checked her name and passed
it on to the most relevant staff member: Andrei Viskow. Andrei
called the ambulance. When they pronounced me dead, Andrei told
them to keep their mouths shut, and called the GCMRD.

It so had happened that Patrick Donahue had
just succeeded with resurrecting Catherine Giovanni that morning,
two days after she was dead. The same woman I had shot at the
Airport as Philippa Bergen. The same woman Donahue himself
bludgeoned to death last Sunday as Laura Berks.

So, at Chief Andrei Viskow's behest, Donahue
did me next.

Technically, I'm not even the Firstborn. But
the name stuck.

After I came back, I just couldn't understand
how it happened. There are - were - an average of four hundred and
six deaths a week in the City, and I was just one of them, and I
thought that I'd made it very clear that I wanted it to stay that
way. Of course, things began to make more sense after they brought
me back and Lazarus told me his real name - what he called his
"toe-tag".

***

Clarence Eideteker does some more poetry -
Goth poetry - on my face and then Lazarus motions him to stop.

And when he speaks, he says, "You don't know
the truth, Paul."

I spit some blood, and say, I know more than
you do.

"Really? I doubt it. Look at you. Hanging
from a hook like dead meat. Pity, really - Catherine never got a
chance to make clones of you."

I cough, snort, and say, what?

Lazarus looks at me, shakes his head, and
stands up. When he walks towards me, Clarence disappears from my
one-eyed sight again.

"What a waste. What a mess. And we have no
spare. But even if we did, I doubt we'd be able to trust you. Not
anymore. Not with the Plan."

There's still ringing in my ear and I say,
Catherine Giovanni?

"Oh, I forgot. You know her as Laura Berks,
don't you? You shot her with that name, didn't you?"

I say when I shot her, she was Philippa
Bergen.

"Whatever. I never kept track."

I say, some Father you are.

Lazarus sighs, and nods to someone behind
me.

I can't see what Clarence uses on my back.
From the sound and the sting, I'd say it was a whip. Very
Gothic.

Lazarus grabs my hair and pulls my head back.
Some blood drips from my mouth into my throat, and I gargle.

"Now, Paul. You've missed some episodes in
the past seven months, and I understand if your ignorance
frustrates you. But that is no excuse to be rude."

I groan and say, what episodes?

He lets go of my hair. "Clones, Paul. Clones.
Hundreds of them! Copies of copies and copies of copies of some
original human. When Patrick Donahue developed the Vita, he found
that he needed humans to test it on. At the time he couldn't get
his hands on any, GCMRD or not. So he used clones."

I mumble, Catherine Giovanni.

"Yes. She cloned herself, and gave the copies
to Donahue."

I say, zombies.

"What? Oh. Of course, you spoke to Victor.
Yes, human clones come out like empty vessels. Do you know
why?"

I say, mmf.

"Because of the accelerated growth process.
The way Catherine produced them, you could have a perfect and empty
clone of a thirty year-old in two days. A beautiful empty
vessel."

I try to say soul transference, but I spit
blood instead.

"But", Lazarus continues, "Donahue perfected
the method: Take some of the deceased's DNA, mix it with some Vita,
inject the carotid of their clone, and they're back. We've stored
DNA from all of my Children and everyone of them has clones. The
Nest has become better equipped than the GCMRD itself. That's what
I love about science - it never gives up."

I don't say anything.

"And you know what the best part is, Paul?
You come back into your new body, but most of your memories stay
behind. It makes sense, of course. Our memories are not part of us.
We've been seeing it with all those we've brought back in the past
six months - they come back into healthy, cloned bodies, they come
back liberated from memory, freed from upbringing, unchained from
previous environmental influences, traumas, disturbances - even
morality. They come back healthy and eager to listen and
learn."

I say, that's impossible. I say, if that's
the case, your Children should be adult babies. Middle-aged
infants. Juveniles in big bodies.

"You didn't understand, Paul. I said
most of their memories stay behind. Not all. It seems that
somewhere there, on the other side, they make a choice. They choose
what to leave behind, and what to keep. You think that Clarence
over there came back tabula rasa? No, even at death we have
to deal with the necessary inconvenience of self, whatever it is.
Some call it a soul. But when we're dead, we are much more willing
to throw things away. To shed our inhibitions. And with the right,
real-time coaching, my Childen fly back home and straight to me.
They become part of the Family within a matter of minutes."

It takes me a while, in my condition, to take
this in. It takes longer to understand. Then I click.

I say, the chanting.

"Yes. I don't take full credit for it,
actually. Clarence did a lot of the writing, and Patrick worked
more on its structure and content. We had to do some
trial-and-error. Kill, clone, bring back. Then change the words,
kill again, rinse and repeat. All you need is clones."

I say, Throwaway Era.

"What?"

I say, you lied to me. I say, you told me we
were going to blow up the City. You told me that you were going to
bring the New World.

"If I told you that I was going to bring back
the dead, would you have helped me?"

I say, good point. I say, I doubt I had
enough PsyTrop for that.

"Besides, I didn't lie to you. Didn't you see
the fires on Wednesday night? It has begun, Paul! Hesterni
sumus! For three years we've been infiltrating every part of
the City - but you know that. You organised it. But then you went
and killed yourself."

I say, well, I tried.

"At least Donahue was able to use the Vita on
an actual dead subject, and his success finally kick-started our
resurrection project."

I say, success? I say, didn't he already have
you?

I say, weren't you the first? I say, isn't
that what this is all about?

His eyes flicker and he turns dramatically
away, and his long robe whooshes. He must have practised that move
a lot.

"I was a miracle, Paul. You know that.
I was, I am, and always will be different than the rest. I am the
Leader. The Father."

I say because you were not a clone. You're an
original.

"Exactly."

I say, but your lung healed. Victor Poppleton
was ecstatic about that.

"Victor wasn't there. When Patrick brought me
back, cloning work hadn't even begun at the GCMRD."

I say, oh.

"So you see, Paul. I am different. I
went and came back, in the same body. Nobody knows how. But
I know."

I say, so did I.

"But I came back, Paul! They didn't
bring me back. I came back, and my body healed. That's when I knew
that I had found the key to it all. Life, death - the key for the
gate to the other side, because I had crossed it. That's what this
is all about. You want a New World? Try one where I am God. Because
that's what I am, Paul. Nothing less. You might be Second, but you
are an infinity below me. You are my Lucifer. My fallen angel;
fallen from your ministry of glory. You know the rest of it."

Something cuts the air behind me, and the
whip strikes again. Timed for the dramatic effect. Gothic.

Lazarus turns to leave, and I know that I'll
have to work the rest out myself. Not that I want to. I've got
other things to worry about. Like the boxer poet cracking the whip
behind me.

I summon some breath and shout, THIS IS NOT
THE END.

Lazarus turns. "Of course not. It's only the
beginning. Today the City. Tomorrow the GCMRD falls, and we take
control of the entire planet. The Communications Tower. The mines.
The energy plants. The Army bases. The weapons. The Airport. The
Air Force vessels. We are everywhere, Paul. The dead alive. The
resurrected. The New People for the New World. They die, we bring
them back. Everyone has given enough DNA for a million clones. A
million lives. Immortality is nothing more than an approximation of
infinity. Copy and copy and copy. We are invincible. When death is
no more than an intermission, what is there left to fear?"

I say, losing the Father. The Head of the
Family. I try to see his face when I say this.

Maybe, just maybe a fleeting fear.

Good.

"I'm not planning to die any time soon, Paul.
And if I do, my Children will bring me back."

I say what if your Children are not there
anymore?

Definitely fear, but in passing. I can still
get to him, even without a shotgun.

Lazarus looks hard at me, but he can't read
much behind the blood that covers my swollen face. My
unrecognisable face. And I thought getting hit by a car was
bad.

Did you get in a fight?

Yes. Definitely.

Finally, Lazarus laughs. "You know, we don't
have any of your DNA. We don't have any clones of you. You're
wearing your only body, Paul. So when the bomb underneath the GCMRD
goes, you're going too. For good. I'm not bringing you back. That
is my Judgement. That is my Power."

When he closes the door behind him, I think
of my wife, and what she told me. Then I think of Lazarus, and what
he told me.

They chose what to leave behind.

Now I know that I've lost it all.

I guess the pain was too much for her. So
first, she went crazy. And then she left it behind, and with it she
left me, our daughter, our son, our love, our marriage, our family,
our life.

She threw it away.

Now I know that I didn't just bring something
back with me. I brought everything. I left nothing behind. I left
nothing in the desert. Nothing with the bunny. That's why I punched
myself.

Because there was no chanting to replace it?
No.

Because it was me. The pain, the loss, the
wasted life - separate components that made up Paul Blake. It was
my lot in the journey, and God, it seems, finally found me.

That's why I would remember all that before
the real end.

Speaking of which, it's time to get busy
again. And that means burying the dead.

 





 


Forty Three -
Escape

Clarence Eideteker cracks the whip, and my
back stings. I feel his breath in my ear.

"That's just for starters", he growls. "By
the time we get to dessert, you'll be begging for that bomb. But
we'll still have hours until that."

I groan, my head down.

Passion Friday.

Clarence walks in front of me, and waves the
whip at my good eye. Then he pokes at my swollen eye with the grip.
"You can start screaming now. You won't be able in a while."

I mumble something.

"What?"

I mumble again, and he leans closer.

"What?"

"I said look up."

When he does, his carotid is right in front
of my mouth. When I sink my teeth into it, I nearly choke with the
gushing blood. Clarence panics, drops the whip, gurgles, and his
hands grab my head. I just tighten my bite. Paul-bite. When
Clarence tears my head away from his throat, hot blood springs
eternal and it paints the ceiling, the floor, me, the rope, the
chairs, the table with the nasty tools.

I hang there like a pendulum, watching the
boxer poet - Goth poet - drop to his knees, unable to scream, and
then he drops to one side, his face bloodless pale, and then,
quietly, he twitches for a second or two, and dies.

From where I'm hanging, I can see some of his
cervical vertebrae, white and shiny through the torn flesh. Which
makes me realise that I still have half his Adam's apple in my
mouth.

I spit it out, and actually vomit a bit.
Anyway, it's the result that counts. That's what Andrei always told
me.

Let's get going.

I swing back trying to get my feet on the
table with the tools. I have to do it a few times, but in the end
the toes of my left foot grip the table's edge, and I drag it
closer. When it's close enough, I step on it with both feet and
stand.

The rope is looser now, and I examine my
wrists. It's not so bad. I did worse at my suicide.

Now that the hanging asphyxia is gone, my
head clears up a bit. I look at Clarence's toys and find some kind
of star-shaped instrument. I grasp it with my toes, lift my foot -
fully aware of how ridiculous I look - and manage to bring it high
enough to hold it between my pinkie and ring finger.

It's easy work from there. 2094 or not, ropes
are still the same.

When I get down, I take Clarence's
blood-drenched robe. It hangs down to my ankles, so I have to
adjust the belt a little. Thankfully, we have the same shoe
size.

Then, as an afterthought, I tie Clarence's
hands together with the suspended rope, and I hang him naked from
the ceiling. I give him a push, and he swings like a pendulum.

Just some symbolism. Or maybe bitterness.

I used to be a cop.

***

I know my way now. It'll take a while, and
the clock's ticking.

As I walk through the Nest, I keep to the
shadows. It doesn't matter really, because most of the Outcast are
out looting the City. Some are at the open area by the shuttle, and
I recognise a few that I shot yesterday.

I see Bobby. I see Rania. I see my wife.
Copies of copies of copies.

I'll never see any of them again. Not on this
side at least. And I'm not sure about the next one.

I see Lazarus.

I'll be seeing him again. But not yet.

At the eastern side of the Nest, I find the
elevator. I sneak in, and I can hear my wife's laugh echo from half
a mile away. Caves can do that with sound.

The doors close, and I press the "UP" button.
One thousand feet above me, is Point X, 260 miles north of the
City.

And my lost four hours.

 





 


Forty Four - The need for
speed

When the lift doors open, the badlands' wind
sweeps in. Point X is deserted, except for a few dead guards strewn
here and there.

I suppose the Children must have gone for
this place first, even before they hit Central Cross.

It's called retribution. Democracy is the
rule of the people.

Before I exit, I press the STOP button. Don't
need anyone following me up.

I am at the back of the Point X base, and
it's a mile-long trek to get to where I'm headed. On every side are
empty buildings, broken doors, shattered windows. Blood on the
metal floors. A helmet on the ground, with the head still
inside.

It's called Invasion.

It's called the Plan.

No time to watch the sites, though. I'm
running through the empty alleys of Point X, past the
Communications tower, the armoury, the guards' barracks. Past the
tourist collection point, the souvenir shop, the crime museum.

Five minutes, maybe less. If it hasn't
happened yet, it will happen soon.

And I'm still above it.

Panting, bleeding, in Clarence's bloody robe,
I reach the Exit. It's locked, but my Metro ID passcode still
works. I step back as the door hisses, and then it begins to creak
open, 2094 or not.

I don't wait for it to go all the way. As
soon as I can fit, I'm out in the wastelands again. From above, the
sun's still shining, but there are some black clouds heading this
way. Looks like rain, folks.

Real weather.

Far to the south, I can see the Bubble, 260
miles away, too gigantic to miss. And across the horizon, between
me and the City, a little cloud of dust approaches fast - a cloud
of dust with something shining in the centre. Shining, and driving
at almost 130 miles an hour. Auto-Drive is more careful than the
alternative. It will obey the Highway Code, even in the face of
Apocalypse.

Machines will deliver us.

My car approaches Point X, and I run out to
meet it halfway. To get as far from here as possible. The journey
plan I set up on Wednesday stops it a hundred meters from the
compound, and I rush to get to it.

Tick-tock.

Smashed lights, layers of dirt on the frame,
and writing on the hood. When I look through the window, the car's
clock says 12:29.

One minute. Must have lost track of time down
there in the Nest, what with all the fun I was having.

The door's scanner reads my prints -
recognises me somehow - and I'm inside, disengaging the Auto-Drive
and switching to manual and I flatten the gas, twist the wheel, and
head back to the City at an irresponsible 225.6 miles an hour.

Go.

Go.

GO.

In the rear-view mirror, in the rear-view
screen, Point X is still close, too close, so close.

Drive.

Point X, the City's walking plank.

Drive.

Point X, with the hole in the ground.

Drive.

Point X, with the thousand-feet elevator
shaft.

Drive.

Point X, with the Nest sprawling beneath
it.

Drive.

And the Outcast.

Drive.

And Lazarus.

Drive.

And my Negotiator. And my gun. And my
bag.

Drive.

And my bomb.

In the bag.

In the Nest.

Beneath Point X.

The clock changes, and shows 12:30.

Here we go.

***

No matter how many lives you lead, suicide
will take them all. But what if you come back? Which life will you
pick?

Parallel universes. I am Paul Blake, the Big
Liar. A liar to the world, a liar to God, a liar to myself. But of
all three, you can only really fool the first.

Where did my four hours go? I'll tell you,
Faithful Reader. They went to Point X, just after Lazarus's
children killed every one there and left for the City. You see,
programming a journey into your car's Auto-Drive can be done from
anywhere in the City, because of the Central Navigation System. But
for a journey outside City limits, you need to actually drive your
car there and back again. And there's a lot of dust on the way.

How did I know when the attack on Point X
would end? Simple. My Other Self organised the hit. My Other Self
told them when to start. It told them where. It told them how. I
told them when.

We've been through this, your Honour.

But that was a long time ago. By the time I
came back from the dead, the Plan was already in motion. They
didn't need me anymore.

And it was me against them. Athanasius
contra mundum. Blake versus Lazarus. When you die, your
perspective changes a lot. Blowing up the City doesn't sound all
that hot. Mass murder just doesn't do it for you anymore.

But it's done, you're back, and you have to
stop it.

Because that's your mission. Your sense of
purpose.

Your New Life.

The first problem is, Lazarus won't trust you
anymore. You killed yourself, and in any administrative position,
that's a sign of weakness. You're out of the loop.

Ever since I came back, the reports in the
PsyTrop packages lessened gradually. The meetings with Lazarus
dwindled. In the end, there were no more recruits, plans and
maps.

Just drugs.

The second problem is, Lazarus and his
Children are too many now. You know that, because you helped them
grow. And no shotgun can take so many shots.

The third problem is, you still have to do
this. Because when you died, you saw something and now you're
cheating faith. And without faith, you can only rely on your
memory.

You have to do this, because of something you
heard in church after a car accident.

The fourth and last problem is that your old
self, the cop, the family guy, the Inspector Paul Blake, wants no
part of your divine quest. He just wants his dead son back. He
wants his wife sane. He wants his daughter to stop calling him
Paul. He just wants to live quietly in the Throwaway Era.

Until he loses everything. Until his daughter
says goodbye, and Jack Zwischenhèndler takes her away. Until his
wife says that the woman he loved is gone. Until all he knew and
loved has abandoned him. Add some more PsyTrop, and the Other Self
is in business. And, you will be surprised, Faithful Reader, to
find that three out of your four problems have a simple
solution.

In the outside world, you're a Chief
Inspector. You have access to most places in the Phoenix building.
Your first arrest was a sociopath who enjoyed blowing up elementary
schools. A former demolitions expert who used micronukes to bring
down twenty-story buildings. And his micronukes were seized, and
stored safely away in the depths of the Phoenix.

But a Chief Inspector can get anywhere. Perks
of the job.

A micronuke is considered the worse type of
bomb because it can pack a kiloton blast in the size of a pocket
book. One kiloton is equivalent to a thousand tons of TNT. The
wonders of nanotechnology and fusion physics brought together under
the omnipotence of the GCMRD.

A micronuke is small enough to carry in your
pocket, your sandwich, your lunchbox. With a chocolate wrapper you
can pass it around in the school cafeteria.

You can sew it into the fabric of your bag.
With a timer, of course, because you certainly don't intend to be
within the range for a remote detonator.

Like I said, that's why I came here.

And now it's 12:30, and I'm driving away.
Fast.

***

A kiloton nuclear blast is enough to bring
down buildings or wipe an airport off the map. It will shake hills,
empty ponds, uproot trees, animals, people. Of course, in wide open
spaces, the blast spreads and spreads until it fades away, miles
from ground zero. You can survive if you're far enough.

What a kiloton nuclear blast will do in a
closed, underground cave, is reverberate off the walls, grind
everything inside to dust with increasing pressure, and then cause
a collapse.

That's why I'm driving.

When the car's clock shows 12:30 and 14
seconds, I can feel the earth shake. In the rear-view screen, I see
Point X getting shorter, some of the buildings tilting, and then
the trembling grows to a roar and Point X begins to sink. I don't
know how many tons of ground is going down, but the Nest was a
thousand feet below the surface.

Should be enough.

Point X has disappeared behind a dust cloud
almost a mile high, and the roar becomes louder.

Then comes the cracking noise, the sound of
landslide, of avalanche, of crater formation.

Andrei always used to tell me that I have to
leave my mark on the world.

Behind me, behind the car, the ground breaks.
It doesn't crack; it doesn't collapse. It breaks. It cuts in two
and splits open, some thirty meters behind me. My foot is pressing
the gas so hard it's almost going through the floor.

I am not going back down there.

Everything's so loud now, it's like Genesis
and Revelation put together; it's Armageddon on drugs.

When the clock shows 12:31 and 11 seconds,
all is quiet again. It surprising how little time destruction
takes. Behind me, I can see the dust cloud hanging in the air over
where Point X was sixty seconds ago - it should be visible from
space, so the galaxy should get some decent news coverage. And if
they don't see that, they can't miss the crater. Seismic
disturbance. Clash of the Titans. It will be battle of the networks
tonight.

The Nest is buried, and its denizens are gone
with it.

Dust to dust.

The end of all things.

Let's see them come back now.

That's one down. Now for the City.

I always used to take this week off.

Without slowing down, I head south, to the
Bubble.

 





 


Forty Five - De Civitate
Dei

The City is dead.

Everywhere I look, there's smoke and rubble;
shattered glass glistening on the sidewalks, dead bodies lining the
streets. I drive over them, and my car automatically sets the
suspensions to OUTDOORS. As far as it's concerned, this is a just a
bumpy ride.

Machines will deliver us from everything.

Well, almost.

Outside the Bubble, clouds are gathering as
if to mark the occasion. The sun struggles for a while behind them
but then thinks better of it. After all what is there to look down
to?

Blood puddles everywhere. All kinds of death.
Here and there I see figures stalking, holding all kinds of
weapons, watching me as I drive past. When they see the writing on
my hood, they raise their hands to salute me.

For now, for them, I'm still the
Firstborn.

***

My first stop is the Phoenix. No particular
reason, except maybe say goodbye. I mean, I am leaving work,
aren't I?

There is smoke in the reception, and things
around me look burned and soaked. Good thing our extinguishers
work. Of course, there's no one alive to protect.

Scattered colleagues. Diaspora of dead
friends. And so many bodies - shot, burned, mauled, mutilated,
hanged, decapitated, eviscerated. So many ways to go.

I pick my way through the mass of death, and
take the emergency elevator to floor twenty-one. There's a dead
uniform riding with me, and I look discretely away. His body is
twisted, and his face is pressed against the elevator's wall, under
a long smear of blood.

What floor?

All the way up.

All the way down.

The emergency elevator only beeps. No
computerised, fresh and slightly sensual female voice to announce
the floor number, name and visiting hours here.

Have a nice day.

It's your last.

When you've died before, you don't get
surprised much.

Beep.

Twenty-one. Homicide.

No kidding.

Lisa Raymer is still there, at her eternal
desk. She's even got the telephone headset on. Her lower jaw is
broken off.

I told her to leave at 17:00. To die at work
is bad enough, but to die during overtime really sucks.

Behind her, my office looks intact. Of
course: as far as the Children were concerned, I was one of them.
So much for leaving everything behind.

So much for burning your bridges.

Your life is your message. Your death is the
beep after you're done recording it.

I sit at my desk and turn on the phone.
Dead.

I try to access my emails, the news, the
outside world. Naturally, we've been cut off. That was Step 1 in
the Lazarus Plan. The Plan I put together.

Life is full of little jokes. And this one is
the one with the -

- don't bother. You're going to hear
crickets. Tumbleweeds. Your audience is dead.

If Paul tells a joke and there's no-one
around to hear it, what happens?

Paul starts to laugh on his own. He laughs
and laughs, and when he's done laughing, he starts crying. Not just
crying, Faithful Reader - sobbing. This is a real
breakthrough here. We've touched on some sensitive ground.

Psychiatry has it all backwards.

My holoscreen says that it's 15:01. Passion
Friday.

With the Nest buried, it won't be long before
the government moves in. UAF spacecrafts will unload troops. They
will surround the City. They will enter, take out whatever is left
of the Outcast, and secure the area. Military Sentinoids will sweep
the alleys, the apartments, the offices, the bars, the clubs, the
churches. They will look for any life left from 70 million
souls.

They won't find much. The Plan was very clear
on that.

According to Lazarus, the Outcast increased
exponentially. Die, come back, join the group.

We are dead. Dead is what we are.

Hello everyone, my name is John Doe.

Hi, John.

Well, it all started when...

I have no idea how many they are, but killing
70 million people should take some time, 2094 or not. But from the
looks of it, they pulled it off in a couple of days.

From my window, the streets are soaked in
blood. In fact, most of the City wears an ugly scarlet. Outside the
Bubble, it's raining. I'd take a picture, but my camera is buried
under a few tons of dirt, 260 miles north and a thousand feet down
from here.

Once the City is secured, a forensics team
will arrive to investigate the incident. They will be GCMRD. They
will already know what happened. They will know about Lazarus.
About me. About the Outcast. About Donahue, Laura Berks, the
clones, the resurrections, the Nest, the killing. They will collect
evidence, they will log it, they will file it, and they will bury
it deeper than the Nest.

They already know. In fact, they've probably
known all along. I'm sure of this as sure as I am that our GCMRD
campus was evacuated long before all this happened. That's why
there was hardly any human staff when I went over there. Except for
Victor Poppleton and the cute receptionist with the bandage on her
finger. And I'm sure they're both long-gone, maybe in more ways
than one.

All the rest were Sentinoids. The perfect
employees.

Machines have already delivered us.

There is a ticking bomb under the GCMRD
tower. I helped take it there. Temporary insanity.

On Saturday midnight, just as we move into
the first minute of Easter Sunday, a timed detonator will set off a
megaton bomb located at the foundations of the GCMRD tower. The
point is to collapse the building, a symbol of victory of the dead
living over the living dead.

Easter is about resurrection.

But the New World is not happening anymore.
We're just stuck with the old one, folks, and we're busy blowing it
up.

Suddenly, I feel exhausted, hungry and
dirty.

The time is 15:23. I think I'll get off work
early today. My boss won't mind. He's being held up at Central
Cross - literarily.

I want to go home.

A smile washes over me with that thought.
Then a grin.

I want to go home.

Then I start laughing again.

Home.

 





 


Forty Six - The Big
Sleep

My apartment never felt so good. Something
like a haven. As soon as I lock the door behind me, I strip off
Clarence's robe, and kick his boots away from me.

For the first time today, it's good to be
naked.

I don't bother looking myself in the mirror -
dead or alive, my body now carries enough scars to make up for my
lost shark bites.

In the kitchen, I punch three different meals
on the Auto-Chef and it clunks into action. I tear open the
fridge's door and swallow anything liquid I find in there, just to
get the aftertaste of Clarence's carotid off my mouth.

In the shower, I soak under the hot water for
almost an hour. Dust. Mud. My body is covered in dry blood - some
mine, some not - but I'm in too much pain to scrub it off. I have
to shampoo my hair three times before it's clean.

The water falls warm, hot, and it melts me
away. My legs feel weak, and I sit on the floor, in the diluted
blood. I think I do some more crying, but it's hard to tell under
the shower. When I open my eyes again, the water is coming off my
body clean and lucid.

Back in the kitchen, I sit in my bathrobe and
devour all three meals. I gulp down two beers. It feels good to
focus on simple needs for a while. Human needs.

For a while, I stare at nothing. It's my
age-old bland face wondering where my past life has gone, and if it
was all worth it.

I'm just tired.

I get up, pick up Clarence's bloody clothes,
and shove them in the incinerator. I throw the boots in. It feels
good to press the button.

When I go to the bedroom, I have to deal with
her photograph.

She smiles at me.

I hold her in my hand for a while, looking at
her, looking at the floor.

The woman you loved is gone, Paul.

And now you've buried her. Did you feel
anything then?

Have you felt anything lately?

After a while, you don't feel anything.

I throw the photograph, frame and all, into
the incinerator. It takes me a second to do it, but when I press
the button, I don't feel anything.

Somewhere else, this is called Moving On.

Right here, it's called -

There is a sense of freedom when you've lost
it all. When you let go. When you don't hold onto things that fly
away.

Everything dies.

Well, almost.

I don't know how, but I sleep. Before my eyes
close, I pray for peace.

I don't dream.

God heard me.

 





 


Forty Seven - Wakeup
call

It's the phone that wakes me. When I open my
eyes, it's dark outside. I fumble for the headset, and put it on
speaker.

The holoclock on the wall says 22:08. I've
slept six hours. I'm thirsty - must be all the blood I've lost.

Of course, I know who it is.

"Hello?"

"You missed me, Paul."

"Mmh."

"Strike the Shepherd and the sheep will
scatter. Is that it?"

"That was the idea."

"Our shuttle was too fast for your micronuke;
that's what you used, didn't you?"

"Mmm."

"Were you asleep?"

"Who knows?"

"I'm sorry to wake you. It seems I do that a
lot."

"Everyone needs a purpose."

"What's yours?"

I bury my face back in the pillow, and my
words come out muffled. "Oh, you know. To kill you."

"But I am already dead."

"Mm. You told me. You're a miracle. How many
got out?"

"Just me, Paul."

"A true leader."

"They discovered the micronuke two minutes
before it went off. They put me on the shuttle and sent it off.
They cried. They loved me."

"They'll see you soon, don't worry."

"You sound so intimidating half asleep."

"You should see me awake."

"I plan to. That's what I called you for. To
come and see the fireworks."

It takes me a second. No more surprises,
please. "What?"

Lazarus laughs. "You have a clock there,
Paul?"

"Yes."

"Check the date."

I do, and my head pops up.

It's Saturday. A day before Easter.

I've been asleep thirty hours. No wonder I'm
thirsty.

Lazarus says, "Are you there?"

"Where are you?"

"Everywhere. And I want you to come and
see."

"Why?"

"Because I have someone you know with
me."

There's a scuffle in the sound, a click, and
then the voice. Her voice.

"Daddy!"

***

In my car doing ninety on the corpse-strewn
streets of the City and the Outcast staring after me, I can only
think of his last words to me:

"I've put Jack's head on a pike for you."

 





 


Forty Eight -
Reunion

When I get out of the car, I hear it. The
drumming. The City echoes with it and it fills the Bubble, all four
hundred and fifty-two million one hundred and sixty thousand cubic
kilometres of our beloved half-sphere.

It's 23:01. The drums are beating from every
rooftop, every corner, every street. The drums will beat for the
next fifty-nine minutes, they will beat until the timed detonator
triggers the bomb that will sack the foundations of the evacuated
GCMRD tower, and it topples over.

It's a megaton bomb. That's a lot of
symbolism. The Children actually had to build it together
themselves.

Custom-made Armageddon, tailored to
yourself.

Tick-tock.

And I'm running towards it, picking my way
through the sewers, the tunnels, the dark. Even down here, I can
still hear the drums, muffled and thumping over my head.

And then I stop.

***

In one hand, Lazarus is holding a stick with
Jack Zwischenhèndler's freshly-chopped head on. In the other, he's
holding a gun to my daughter's head.

I can see both of them with the barrel of my
gun in the foreground, a metallic strip aiming all the way to
Lazarus's head.

Photographers call that a 'leading line'.

Six feet behind them, is a box with G C M R D
written all over it. Demolitions.

Tick-tock.

I'm saying something, but my eyes stare at my
daughter's face, and I know that she's still alive, she hasn't made
the journey there and back again, she doesn't belong to
Lazarus.

I can tell.

A father can tell.

It's been a while since I saw terror like
that. Her wide eyes, the streaming tears, the quivering jaw, the
half-open mouth. Breathing hard. Gasping.

Her eyes are looking at me. "Dad."

Not Paul. Not martyr. Not coward.

Dad.

Something thumps from where my heart is.

Something alive.

Lazarus is saying something. It finishes
with: "... I'll blow her head off." I suppose the first part was:
"Put your gun down or..."

My gun stays up.

"I called you here to talk, Paul. You know I
don't want this."

"I do."

Lazarus drops Jack's head on the ground.
Jack's eyes are looking up and his tongue is sticking out as if to
mock me.

He's right.

Lazarus hides his head behind my daughter's.
No matter how many times you die, that old survival instinct
lingers like a bad hangover.

"Still a hero, Paul? You want to save the
world? I want that too."

"Let's just say we have doctrinal
differences. Especially on the part that has to do with you staying
alive tonight." Bravado 101.

"Good. That's why I brought her here."

I say my daughter's name. I say it again, and
she blinks. I tell her it's going to be okay. I tell her I'm
sorry.

"Will you sacrifice her, Paul? Will you lose
her? You're getting so good at it."

A twitch in my index, and I almost pull the
trigger. That old cop reflex.

Lazarus laughs. "Look at you! Shaking like a
leaf. Tell me, Paul, what did you come back for? What did you miss
so much in your life that you had to come back from the dead?
Because, frankly, I don't think suicide did you any good." He gives
my daughter's head a slight push with his gun. "In fact, I'd say it
made things worse. What do you think, sweetheart?"

She grunts, but something shifts in her
eyes.

Lazarus says, "you were already dead when I
met you. You just didn't know it. And I gave you life again. I gave
you purpose. Hope - the New World. Isn't that what you dreamt
about? Isn't it what you longed for? The dream of the Phoenix -
burn the old, to create the new. To lose pain, there must first be
pain. To abolish death, we must first die. You forgot all that,
Paul?

"And now look at you. One bullet away from
ruining it all. You're like a leaf, blown around by the wind. What
is your purpose now, Paul? You are no more alive than when they
pulled you out of the bathtub, are you? You got a new life. But it
was as good as if they had just buried you.

"I wanted you with me, Paul. I wanted you to
rule with me. But you never had the courage to go all the way and
follow me, in both death and life. They call me Lazarus because I
was truly resurrected. But you - you are a zombie, clinging
to the dried up juices of your old, pointless life. Your precious
pain, your precious drama. Every night at Psycho Ward, strapping
your wife to her bed. Drugs to sleep, coffee to function, work to
keep going. You fed the wrong Paul, and let the other one, the
real one, fall asleep. The Paul that was my brother. My
comrade in arms. My Firstborn."

Above us, the drums beat harder and harder,
waiting for the bomb, summoning the New World.

"Why did you come back, Paul?"

I speak my answer to all things. Because
suddenly, I know. Maybe I always knew.

"I didn't come back, Dmitri. I was
sent back."

Dmitri Viskow.

Andrei's little dead brother.

Donahue's first miracle.

Aka Lazarus.

"There's a difference."

He scowls. "Don't call me that. That man is
dead."

This is when I lower my gun. "No, he's not.
He's right here, holding a gun to a young girl."

"Shut up. My name is -"

"After I came back, when you told me your old
name, I always wondered if Andrei knew that you were alive. Then
Donahue mentioned Lazarus. He wanted out, didn't he? That's why he
came to me. But he just couldn't bring himself to tell me. You
brainwashed them well, Dmitri.

"I said don't -"

"When I asked Andrei what he thought about
'Lazarus', I was sure that he knew about you. Didn't surprise me,
really. You're too arrogant. Had to haunt your big brother, huh?
Because, Dmitri, you're no different than every other lost soul
that walks this world. We're all the same."

Dmitri grins stupidly and shakes his head.
"No. No. I am unique. I came back from -"

"We all want to live forever, but we can't.
We all want to know peace, but we can't. We want to pretend that we
are whole, but we are not. We all want to justify ourselves, but
can't. We're fallen, Dmitri. Dead or alive, we're lost. And all
this, this is just the little game we play to distract ourselves
until it's too late."

"- another word and I - "

I look at my daughter and smile. "But what
would you know about it?"

"I WILL BLOW HER BRAINS OUT, I WILL FEED YOU
YOUR DAUGHTER'S BRAINS, YOU PIECE OF -"

It happens fast. She turns around, she twists
his hand, she points the barrel to him. She pulls the trigger. She
screams something vulgar.

Dmitri/Lazarus stumbles backwards, his hand
on his gut, blood spurting out of it through his fingers. Then he
falls on the ticking box, drops his gun and drops on the ground,
groaning loudly.

My gun is up again, but I can only see my
daughter's back. A few seconds pass, and all I can hear is the
drumming from above, louder and louder, ecstatically oblivious to
what lies beneath.

That, and Dmitri's agony.

Slowly, my daughter turns around to face me.
There's blood on her sweater and her face, her hair is tussled, and
she has a killer's look in her eyes.

That's my girl.

She looks so much like that woman I once
loved.

She takes a step toward me. She stops. She
takes another one. Then another.

Then another.

She puts her arms around me, gently first,
scared, shaking, and then she tightens, she pulls me close and she
buries her face in my chest.

I hadn't exactly pictured our reunion like
this.

She cries silently, and her shoulders
tremble. Dmitri is still groaning by the box. Stomach wounds take a
while.

I hold her tight, and I finally let out the
deepest breath of my life and all that nonsense about letting go,
about losing it all, about burning bridges, about killing yourself,
it all comes out of me, out of my lungs and my heart and my life,
and it evaporates in the filthy air of this world.

Love, they say, survives everything.

Even me.

I speak to my daughter. I give her the car
key and tell her to drive out of the City, out to the wastelands,
stay put and wait for the Army to come. I tell her all this while
we're still holding each other, her hands smearing Dmitri's blood
on my back and my hands clutching my gun.

She tells me that there is no way she's
leaving without me. She tells me to come with her.

And, my God, my Finder, do I want to. But I
can't. I can't because I have been found. Because it's time, and I
know it. Because this time, I have to do it right. This time, my
response to love, the love that Michael told me about, my response
to that love must kill me. All the way. After that, I'm heading
home. And this time, there will be no party-crashing; there will be
no glimpses. This time, I will see it all face to face, crystal
clear, better than I'll ever see in this dim world.

Know and be known.

This journey is almost over, Faithful Reader.
There and back again, but from the other side.

I tell her all this. I tell her that I love
her, I love her so much that I know she will survive everything. I
cry, I sob, I'm shaking in her arms now, my girl, my love, my only
proof that once upon a time, a long long time ago, I stumbled upon
this side of Eternity.

Outside, there's drumming.

The last thing she told me wasn't that she
loved me.

The last thing she told me wasn't that she
forgave me.

The last thing she told me was, "I'll see you
again."

***

I stare in the direction she left for a long
time, and something inside me prays.

Then the drumming grows so loud, dirt falls
from above.

Earth shudders.

The time is 23:26. I shake my thoughts clear,
walk over to the box, push Dmitri to the side with my foot, and get
to my final act.

The box is heavy. But fortunately, it rides
on automatic hydraulic wheels.

Machines can't deliver us.

Neither can we.

 





 


Forty nine - Shoot to
kill

I heard once that the last floor of the GCMRD
tower touches the top of the dome. It's not true. But it comes
close. When the elevator doors open on the 800th floor
of the GCMRD tower, I realise where the myth came from.

The GCMRD tower itself is over ten thousand
feet tall, nowhere near the full height of the Bubble. But it's
located close to the north periphery of the City, where the crystal
dome is shorter. Geometry.

The point is, you can almost touch the dome
from here. Maybe not the apex, but the periphery.

And that will do just fine.

The time is 23:43. Wheels or not, it took a
while to get the bomb up here.

The original purpose of the crystal dome was
to provide the City with the illusion of open sky and artificial,
controlled weather. To do that, the entire City is constantly
pressurised through valves that are embedded into the dome itself.
Where the valves are, the dome's structure is inevitably the
weakest.

There is a valve just above the GCMRD
tower.

Do you know what a megaton blast will do to
the dome? The way I figure it, it will punch a hole into it. A hole
big enough to cause a massive pressure change in the interior.

Somewhere else, it's called equilibrium.

The way I figure it, the pressure change will
hit the City like a pure, unadulterated, cosmic force.

The way I figure it, everything inside the
City will be pulverised.

The way I figure it, everyone in the City
will be crushed to death. Torn to pieces. Blown to bits.

The way I figure it, everyone in the City
will die. This is my gift to Lazarus's children.

Now to get this thing on the roof.

I actually have to drag the bomb up the
evacuation staircase. The door leading to the roof would be far
more complicated than the ones at Central Cross, but since the
whole City has been in a state of emergency for four days now,
there's not even a door there anymore.

I'm outside, and I can almost touch the
crystal dome. From here, I can see into space. I can see the stars
outside, the makings of the real dome that surrounds our little
human realm, with all its comedies and tragedies.

The time is 23:49. Up here, I can still hear
the drums around the City.

All I have to do is wait.

I hope my daughter made it out alright.

I hope she has a good life.

I hope she has life.

I hope she will see me again.

I'm sweating with effort, and up here the
artificial winds give me the chills. I button up, and look at
Dmitri's bloodstains on my jacket, the last tangible memory of my
family.

That's when the door behind me opens, and
Dmitri stumbles out, gun in hand, white, pale, bleeding, human.

Never underestimate the stubbornness of
survival. I should have finished the job in the tunnel, but I was
busy with the bomb.

I fumble for my gun, but Dmitri drops to his
knees to steady himself, and his bullet rams through my chest,
somewhere through my left lung.

I suck air; I gurgle; I cough. I fall back
and down. Hard.

Dmitri shouts something, he smiles, and,
still on his knees, he starts crawling over to the bomb. He's
leaving a trail of blood behind him, and maybe a hint of bile.

Stomach wounds take a while.

All I can hear is drumming. I'm on my back,
and the world's spinning.

For the second time in my life, I'm
dying.

Dmitri inches toward the bomb, still shouting
something.

He's going to push it off the roof.

My vision snaps back, and my whole body
screams with shock.

He's going to push it off the roof.

Dmitri grabs the box, and lifts himself on
it. He can barely stand, but he raises one hand, backdropped by the
black sky, and he screams, "BEHOLD, I MAKE ALL THINGS NEW!"

That's when my gun fires, and hits him on the
wrist. His hand breaks off and falls to the ground.

Twenty years a cop, I've never seen that
happen.

Dmitri screams like a birthing hyena, and
vomits blood. I hold the gun with both my trembling hands, try to
take aim, and then I shower him. I shoot at his head, at his face,
at his chest, at his thighs, at his knees; I shoot him when he
falls down, and when he's twitching on the ground I shoot him, and
when he's stopped twitching I shoot him, not like a madman, not for
revenge, but methodically, I fire bullet after bullet in a steady
tight tempo rhyming to drumming beat in the background.

My gun clunks empty, and so do I.

Dmitri moves like a rag doll. He tries to
support himself on the bomb box with his remaining hand, then he
sways a little and hovers over the ground - still holding onto the
box. Then his mouth pulls back to show his teeth, but it's not
threat - it's pain.

Then he lets go and hits the ground face
first.

Now he's dead.

The time is 23:53.

I crawl to the box, and manage to prop my
back up against it. All I can see like this is the stars. All I can
hear is the drums. All I can feel is nothing. All I can do is
wait.

I wait.

 





 


Fifty - Right now
again

Michael smiles at me and says, "Ready to
go?"

I say, you go on, I'll wait for the blast. Go
out with a bang.

He laughs. "Alright. Are you afraid?"

No, I say. I've done it before. Although this
might hurt a bit more than the last time.

"Don't worry. You won't feel a thing."

My whole life was like that.

Michael turns serious and says, "You need to
understand why all this happened. Do you?"

I say, it's happened before. It happens
because men want to play God.

"But they do it all the time, Paul."

Then it will happen all the time. The death.
The judgment. Armageddon. Apocalypse. The end of all things, until
the Last End.

"Do you know why?"

Of course I do. Don't need a degree in
theology to see that.

I say, it's about turning our backs on
God.

I say, it's about walking the path on our
own.

I say, it's about breaking more than we can
fix.

I say, it's about the human condition.
Atonement. Redemption. Deliverance.

Heaven. Hell.

Mercy. Grace. Forgiveness.

Love. Unimaginable, underserved love that
survives even the ugly horror of humanity.

"Now you're getting it."

I say, we'll have all eternity to talk about
it.

Michael laughs and gets up. "Alright, Paul.
I'll let you enjoy the Big Bang. We'll be waiting for you."

I say, I'll be there in a minute.

Michael goes, and I'm on my own again. The
time is 23:59.

***

It's raining. For some reason, the sky still
cares enough to pour on us, and God rains on the righteous and the
unrighteous.

His sun rises on the evil and good. I know
which one I am.

It's our fallen nature.

Rain pours on the ground and mixes the blood
with mud.

Mud and blood. The stuff we're made of.

I have to close my eyes. For a long second, I
tell myself, I want to die.

I'm not redeeming anyone. I'm not sacrificed
for anyone.

That's all been done.

So there is no cross here. No thieves at my
sides.

Just a monster at my feet. I slew it. I slew
the Slayer.

I sit back and look at his hand. It's not
twitching so much now, but the middle finger is still hopping,
trying to give me one last obscenity before it goes altogether.

For every reason, I look up.

It's raining.

The time is 0:00.

Happy Easter.

***

When it happens, I don't feel a thing. But I
see it all, and all at once. Black, alien skies, stars, galaxies,
and then the explosion, the dome cracking, the GCMRD tower
pulverised, the crystal shattering, the air rushing in.

Equilibrium.

It's more than I expected. The intake is so
abrupt, it cracks the entire dome, from one side to the other.
Shards of crystal glass rain down on the entire City, on the
buildings, on the streets, on tiny figures beating drums on the
rooftops.

Breathe in the air of freedom.

The wind of change.

Give us peace.

***

It's like swimming. My life tries to flash
before my eyes, but I say don't bother, I know how it ends.

This time it's for real.

Somewhere else, the Human Play continues. But
this is where I get off.

There are no glimpses this time. No sneaking
in.

This time, it's all so clear.

This time, there is light.

THE END
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