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Аннотация
Belgian physicist Dr. Jacobs learns that an infamous version of the Einstein Equation, thought to have been destroyed, had been discovered by billionaire genius David Purdue. Knowing how deadly the equation’s application would be, he tries to contact Purdue to warn him, but Purdue is frantically busy trying to solve the equation. Little does Purdue know that the Order of the Black Sun is using him to solve the equation for them, to set the ball rolling on a terrible experiment that could cause mass scale destruction.
Having worked on a similar experiment for the Order, Jacobs knows the extent of the damage. In a desperate attempt to expose his Black Sun superiors for planning the mass assassination of world leaders, utilizing his project, Dr. Jacobs looks up renowned journalist Sam Cleave and gives him an exclusive interview. When the Order finds out, they kidnap Jacobs’ girlfriend, Olga, to lure him out and keeps her captive on the Valkyrie, a trans-Siberian train heading for a terrible end.
In an attempt to free Olga, Jacobs, Nina and Sam soon realize that they are racing against the genius of Purdue’s inadvertent solution.
Once solved, the Einstein Equation will be applied to accelerate the runaway train to a deadly speed, fulfilling a devastating experiment and killing all on board. Now they are aboard the hypersonic threat with no way to stop it, unless they can undo the threat of the Einstein Equation.


Preston W. Child, Tasha Danzig
The Einstein Equation

‘Like the lonesome wail of the locomotive
Hurtling over the timeless tracks, endless
Our endeavors linger long after our steam had vanished from the efforts of our power
Our journeys forgotten but only for the remnants of words and deeds recorded of the hour…’
— Miho Thunderbane


Prologue

Winter never scared Misha and his friends. In fact, they reveled in the fact that they could walk barefoot where tourists dared not even venture out of their hotel lobbies. It was a grand source of amusement for Misha to watch tourists, not only because their weakness for luxury and comfortable climes presenting him with much hilarity, but also because they paid. They paid well.
Many got their currencies confused in the heat of the moment, if only to get him to direct them to the best spots for a photo session or senseless reports on historical events that once plagued Belarus. That was when they overpaid him, and his friends were only too happy to share in the spoils when they congregated at the deserted railroad station after sunset.
Minsk was big enough to have its own criminal underground, both of an international caliber and of the petty variety. Nineteen-year old Misha was not a bad specimen, per se, but he did what he had to do to get through college. His lanky, blonde image was attractive, in an Eastern European sort of way, which garnered him enough attention from foreign visitors. Dark circles under his eyes spoke of late nights and malnourishment, but his striking pale blue eyes kept him handsome.
Today was a special day. He was due at the Kazlova Hotel, a less than lavish establishment that passed as proper accommodations, considering its competition. The afternoon sunshine was pallid in the bland autumn sky, but it lent its rays to the dying branches of the tree lanes throughout the park. The temperature was mild and pleasant, a perfect afternoon for Misha to make some extra money. With the agreeable environment, he was bound to persuade the Americans at the hotel to visit at least two more sites for some photographic fun and leisure.
“The new ones are from Texas,” Misha told his pals, sucking on a half-smoked Fest while they grouped around a drum fire at the train station.
“How many?” asked his friend, Viktor.
“Four. Should be easy. Three females and a fat cowboy,” Misha laughed, his giggles forcing out rhythmic tufts of smoke through his nostrils. “And the best is; one of the females is a pretty little thing.”
“Edible?” came the curious enquiry from Mikel, a dark haired rogue, taller than them all by at least a foot. He was a freakish looking young man with a skin like old pizza.
“Jailbait. Keep clear,” Misha warned, “unless she tells you she wants to, where nobody can see.”
The group of adolescents howled like wild dogs in the chill of the dystopian building they ruled. It took them two years and several hospital visits before they claimed the terrain fair and square from another troop of clowns from their high school. As they planned their scam, the broken windows whistled hymns of misery as the strong breeze challenged the grey walls of the old deserted station. Off the crumbling platform, the tracks lay silent, rusted and overgrown.
“Mikel, you do your headless station master bit while Vik does the whistle,” Misha delegated. “I will make sure the car dies just short of the side path, so that we have to get out and walk up the platform.” His eyes flared at his tall friend. “And don’t fuck it up like last time. Made a complete fool of me when they saw you taking a piss on the rail.”
“You were early! You were only supposed to bring them ten minutes later, fuckwit!” Mikel defended fervently.
“Does not matter, idiot!” Misha hissed, flicking his cigarette butt aside and stepping up for a rumble. “You have to be ready, no matter what!”
“Hey, you don’t give me a big enough cut to take this shit from you,” Mikel growled.
Viktor jumped in and parted the two testosterone monkeys. “Listen! We don’t have time for this! If you get into a fight now, we cannot do this hustle, get it? We need every gullible group we can reel in. But if you two want to wrestle right now, I am out!”
The other two ceased their scuffle and corrected their clothing. Mikel looked worried. Quietly he muttered, “I don’t have pants for tonight. This is my last pair. My mother will fucking kill me if I get these dirty.”
“Stop growing, for Christ’s sake,” Viktor huffed, slapping his monstrous friend playfully. “Soon you’d be able to steal ducks in mid flight.”
“At least we can eat then,” Mikel chuckled, lighting a fag behind the shield of his hand.
“They don’t have to see your legs,” Misha told him. “Just stay behind the window frame and move along the platform. As long as they see your body.”
Mikel agreed that it was a good solution. He nodded, looking through the shattered window glass, where the sun was painting the sharp edges bright red. Even the bones of dead trees lit up in crimson and orange, and Mikel imagined the park on fire. For all its loneliness and forsaken beauty, the park was still a peaceful place.
In the summer, the leaves and lawns were dark green and the flowers immensely colorful, one of Mikel’s favorite places in Maladzyechna, where he was born and raised. Sadly, in the colder seasons it was as if the trees would shed their leaves to become tombstones, void of hue with claws that raked at each other. Creaking, they jostled for the attention of ravens, begging to be warmed. All these assumptions drifted through the tall, gaunt boy’s mind while his friends discussed the prank, but he was focused nonetheless. Above his daydreams, he knew that tonight’s prank was going to be something different. Why, he could not reason.

1
Misha’s Prank

The three-star Kazlova Hotel was barely active, apart from a stag party from Minsk and some transient guests on their way to St. Petersburg. It was a terrible time of year for business, with summer gone and most tourists being mature in age, reluctant spenders who came to see the historical sites. Just after 6pm, Misha showed up to the two-story inn with his Volkswagen Kombi and his lines rehearsed well.
He checked his watch in the looming draw of shadows. Overhead, the cement and brick facade of the hotel lurched in quiet reprimand for his wayward methods. The Kazlova was one of the original buildings of the town as was evident by its turn of the Century architecture. Since Misha was a small boy his mother told him to steer clear of the old place, but he never heeded her drunken mumblings. In fact, he did not even listen to her when she told him she was dying, a small regret on his part. Since then, the teenage scoundrel had been cheating and hustling his way through what he deemed his final attempt at redeeming his abject existence — a small college course in basic physics and geometry.
He loathed the subject, but around Russia, the Ukraine and Belarus this was the way to a respectable job. It was the one piece of advice Misha took from his late mother, after she told him that his late father was a physicist from Dolgoprudny’s Institute of Physics and Technology. It was in Misha’s blood, she said, but he shrugged it off as a parental mindfuck at first. Amazing, the way in which a short stint in juvenile detention could change a young man’s need for direction. However, with no money and no job, Misha had to resort to street smarts and cunning. Since most Eastern Europeans were conditioned to see through bullshit, he had to change his target marks to unassuming foreigners, and Americans were his favorites.
Their naturally exuberant manner and mostly liberal stances made them very forthcoming toward the struggling Third World stories Misha told them. His American clients, as he called them, tipped the best and were delightfully gullible of the ‘extras’ his guided tours offered. As long as he could evade the authorities who asked for permits and tour guide registration, he would do alright. This was to be one of those nights where the extra money would come in for Misha and his fellow scamps. Misha had already baited the fat cowboy, one Mr. Henry Brown III from Fort Worth.
“Ah, speak of the devil,” Misha grinned as the small group exited the front doors of the Kazlova. Through the recently buffed windows of his van, he scrutinized the tourists eagerly. Two older ladies, one being Mrs. Brown, were chatting profusely in high-pitched voices. Henry Brown was dressed in jeans and a long sleeved shirt, hidden in part by his sleeveless vest jacket that reminded Misha of Michael J. Fox in Back to the Future — four sizes larger. Defying expectation, the rich American opted for a baseball cap instead of a ten-gallon hat.
“Evenin’ son!” Mr. Brown hollered loudly as they approached the old minivan. “Hope we’re not late.”
“No, sir,” Misha smiled, hopping out of his vehicle to open the sliding door for the ladies as Henry Brown rocked the shotgun seat. “My next group is only at nine o’clock.” Misha lied, of course. It was a necessary fib to feed the ruse of his services being sought after by many, thus increasing the chance of obtaining a higher fee when the bullshit is presented in the trough.
“Better get a move on, then,” the fetching young lady, presumed to be Brown’s daughter, rolled her eyes. Misha tried not to reveal his attraction to the spoiled blond teenager, but he found her virtually irresistible. He relished the idea of playing hero tonight, when she would doubtless be terrified of what he and his comrades had planned. As they drove to the park and its World War II memorial stones, Misha started applying his charm.
“Pity you will not be seeing the station. It is also rich with history,” Misha remarked as they pulled into the park lane. “But I suppose its reputation scares off a lot of visitors. I mean, even my nine o’clock group backed out from the night tour.”
“What reputation?” the young Miss Brown enquired hastily.
‘Hooked,’ Misha thought.
He shrugged, “Well, it has a reputation of,” he applied dramatic pause, “being haunted.”
“By what?” Miss Brown pushed, amusing her grinning father.
“Damn it, Carly, he is just messin’ with ya, honeh,” Henry chuckled, keeping an eye on the two women taking pictures. Their incessant yapping dwindled as far as they walked away from Henry, and the distance soothed his ears.
Misha smiled, “It’s not an empty line, sir. Locals have been reporting sightings for years, but we keep it to ourselves, mostly. Look, no worries, I understand that most people are not brave enough to come out to the station at night. It is natural to be scared.”
“Daddy,” Miss Brown urged in a whispered, jerking her father’s sleeve.
“Come on, you are not seriously falling for this,” Henry smirked.
“Daddy, everything I have seen so far since we left Poland has bored the crap out of me. Can’t we just do this one thing for me?” she persisted. “Please?”
Henry, a seasoned businessman, cast the young man a glimmering leer. “How much?”
“Don’t feel pressured now, Mr. Brown,” Misha replied, trying not to meet eyes with the young lady at her father’s side. “Those tours are a bit steep for most people, due to the danger involved.”
“Oh my gawd, Daddy, you have to take us!” she wailed excitedly. Miss Brown swung around to Misha. “I just, like, love dangerous stuff. Ask my dad. I am such an adventurous person…”
‘I bet you are,’ Misha’s inner voice agreed lustfully as his eyes studied the smooth marble skin between her scarf and the seam of her open collar.
“Carly, there is no such thing as a haunted train station. It is all part of the show, isn’t it, Misha?” Henry roared cheerfully. Again, he leaned forward to Misha. “How much?”
‘…line and sinker!’ Misha shouted inside the confines of his scheming mind.
Carly rushed to call her mother and aunt back to the van as the sun kissed the horizon goodbye. The mellow breeze rapidly became a chilly breath as the darkness descended over the park. Shaking his head at his weakness for his daughter’s imploring, Henry struggled to fix the seat belt around his belly as Misha started the VW Kombi.
“Is this going to take long?” the aunt asked. Misha hated her. Even her resting expression reminded him of someone smelling something rotten.
“Would you like me to drop you off at the hotel first, ma’am?” Misha stirred deliberately.
“No, no, can we just go to the train station and get the tour over with?” Henry said, masking his firm resolution as a request to sound considerate.
Misha hoped his friends would be ready this time. There could be no glitches this time, especially a urinating ghost caught on the tracks. He was relieved to find the eerie deserted station as planned — solitary, dark and miserable. Across the overgrown tracks, the wind swept the autumn leaves, bending the stems of weeds in the Minsk night.
“Now, the story goes that, if you stand on Platform 6 of the Dudko Railroad Station at night, you will hear the whistle of the old locomotive that carried condemned prisoners-of-war to Stalag 342,” Misha recounted the fabricated details to his clients. “And then you see the station master, looking for his head after the NKVD beheaded him during an interrogation.”
“What is Stalag 342?” Carly Brown asked. Her father looked a bit less cheerful by now, as the details sounded a bit too realistic to be a scam, and he answered her with a solemn tone.
“It was a prison camp for Soviet soldiers, hun,” he said.
They strolled in a tight scrum, reluctantly traversing Platform 6. The only light on the morose building came from the beams of the Volkswagen van a few meters away.
“Who is the NK… what again?” Carly asked.
“Soviet Secret Police,” Misha bragged to make his story more believable.
He took great delight in watching the women shiver, their eyes like saucers as they waited to see the spectral form of the stationmaster.
‘Come on, Viktor,’ Misha prayed that his friends would pull through. At once, a forlorn train whistle echoed from somewhere down the tracks, ferried by the icy northwestern gale.
“Oh sweet Jesus!” Mr. Brown’s wife shrieked, but her husband was skeptical.
“Not real, Polly,” Henry reminded her. “Probably have a group of people working with him.”
Misha paid no attention to Henry. He knew what was coming. Another louder wail whistled closer to them. Desperate to smile, Misha was most impressed by the efforts of his accomplices when a faint cyclops glare emanated from the darkness on the tracks.
“Look! Holy shit! There he is!” Carly whispered in panic, pointing across the sunken rails to the other side, where Mikel’s slender frame came into view. Her knees buckled, but the other frightened women barely supported her in their own hysteria. Misha did not smile, maintaining his ruse. He looked at Henry, who just watched the shaky movements of the towering Mikel doing his headless station master act.
“Do you see that?” Henry’s wife whined, but the cowboy said nothing. Suddenly his eye was on the approaching light of the screaming locomotive, puffing like a leviathan dragon as it tore towards the station. The fat cowboy’s face drained of blood as the vintage steam engine emerged from the night, gliding towards them with pulsing thunder.
Misha frowned. All of it was a bit too well done. There was not supposed to be an actual train, yet, there it was in plain sight, hurtling toward them. No matter how he wracked his brain, the attractive young charlatan could not fathom the events present.
Mikel, under the impression that Viktor was responsible for the whistle, stumbled onto the tracks to cross and put a decent scare into the tourists. His feet felt their way across the iron bars and loose stones. Under the cover of his coat, his hidden face was snickering with glee at the terror of the women.
“Mikel!” Misha shouted. “No! No! Go back!”
But Mikel stepped over the tracks, onwards to where he heard the gasps. His sight was obscured by the cloth fabric that covered his head to effectively resemble a headless man. Viktor stepped out from the deserted ticket office and raced towards the group. At the sight of another silhouette, the whole family scampered, screaming, for the safety of the VW. Viktor was in fact trying to alert his two friends that he was not responsible for what was happening. He leapt onto the tracks to push the unsuspecting Mikel to the other side, but he misjudged the velocity of the anomalous manifestation.
Misha watched in horror as the locomotive crushed his friends, killing them instantly and leaving nothing behind but a sickening scarlet mess of bone and flesh. His large blue eyes froze in place, as did his gaping jaw. Shocked beyond cogency, he beheld the train dissipate into thin air. Only the screams of the American women rivaled the fading whistle of the murderous machine, as Misha’s mind took leave of its senses.

2
The Virgin of Balmoral

“Now you listen, boy, I will not allow you to walk through that door until you turn out yer pockets! I have had enough of fake fuckers acting like real wally’s and prancing ‘round here, calling themselves K-squad. Over my dead body!” Seamus warned. His red face was shivering as he laid down the law to the man trying to leave. “K-squad is not for losers. Aye?”
The group of robust, furious men standing behind Seamus agreed in a roar of affirmation.
Aye!
Seamus pinched one eye and snarled, “Now! Fucking now!”
The pretty brunette folded her arms and sighed impatiently, “Jesus, Sam, just show them the goods already.”
Sam turned and looked at her in horror. “In front of you and the ladies here? I don’t think so, Nina.”
“I’ve seen it,” she scoffed, looking the other way, nonetheless.
Sam Cleave, journalistic elite and prominent local celebrity, had been reduced to a blushing schoolboy. Regardless of his rugged good looks and fearless attitude, compared to the K-squad of Balmoral, he was nothing but a prepubescent altar boy with a complex.
“Empty yer pockets,” Seamus sneered. His skinny face was crowned with a knitted hat he wore on the sea during fishing hours, and his breath smelled like tobacco and cheese, rounded off by flat beer.
Sam bit the bullet, or else he would never be admitted to the Balmoral Arms. He lifted his kilt, revealing his bare kit to the panel of brutes that called the pub home. For a moment, they stood in judgment
Sam whimpered, “It is cold, lads.”
“Wrinkled is what it is!” Seamus bellowed in jest, leading the choir of patrons in a deafening cheer. They opened the door to the establishment, allowing Nina and the other ladies to enter first, before ushering the handsome Sam through with pats on the back. Nina grimaced at the embarrassment he endured and winked, “Happy birthday, Sam.”
“Ta,” he sighed and happily received the kiss she delivered on his right eye. The latter had been a ritual between the two, even from before they were former lovers. He kept his eyes closed a while after she pulled away, savoring the flashbacks.
“Give the man a drink, for Christ’s sake!” one of the pub men shouted, pointing at Sam.
“I take it the K-squad stands for kilt-wearing?” Nina guessed, regarding the flocking collection of crude Scots and their various tartans.
Sam took a swig of his first Guinness. “Actually, the ‘K’ is for knob. Don’t ask.”
“Do not need to,” she replied, putting the neck of her beer bottle to her deep maroon lips.
“Seamus is old school, as you can tell,” Sam appended. “He is a traditionalist. No skivies under a kilt.”
“Of course,” she smiled. “So, how cold is it, then?”
Sam laughed and ignored her teasing. He was secretly ecstatic that Nina was with him on his birthday. Sam would never admit it, but he was elated that she survived the horrendous injuries she suffered during their last expedition to New Zealand. Had it not been for Purdue’s foresight, she would have perished, and Sam did not know if he would ever survive another woman he loved, dying. She was beyond precious to him, even as a platonic friend. At least she still allowed him to flirt with her, which kept his hopes up for a possible future rekindling of what they once had.
“Have you heard from Purdue?” he asked suddenly, as if trying to get past the obligatory inquiry.
“He is still in hospital,” she reported.
“I thought he was given a clean bill by Dr. Lamar,” Sam frowned.
“Aye, he was. Took him time to recover from the basic medical treatment, and now he is proceeding with the next stage,” she said.
“Next stage?” Sam asked.
“They are preparing him for some corrective surgery,” she answered. “You cannot blame the man. I mean, what happened to him left some ugly scars. And since he has the money…”
“I agree. I would have done the same,” Sam nodded. “That man is made of steel, I tell ya.”
“Why do you say that?” she smiled.
Sam shrugged and exhaled, thinking of their mutual friend’s resilience. “Dunno. I reckon the wounds heal and the plastic surgery restores, but Christ, the mental torment of that day, Nina.”
“You are too right, love,” she responded with an equal amount of concern. “He would never admit it, but I think Purdue’s mind must endure unfathomable nightmares at what happened to him down in the Lost City. Jesus.”
“Tough as nails, that bugger,” Sam shook his head in admiration for Purdue. He raised his bottle and looked Nina in the eye. “To Purdue… may the sun never scorch him and the snakes find his wrath.”
“Amen!” Nina echoed, clinking her bottle against Sam’s. “To Purdue!”
Most of the rowdy crowd in the Balmoral Arms did not hear Sam and Nina’s toast, but there were some who heard — and knew the meaning of the chosen phrases. Unbeknownst to the celebrating duo, a silent figure observed them from the far side of the pub. The strong built man who watched them drank coffee, not alcohol. His hidden eyes glaring in secret at the two people he has taken weeks to track down. Tonight things will change, he thought as he watched them laughing and drinking.
All he needed was to wait long enough, so that their libation would efficiently render them less than sharp enough to react. All he needed was five minutes alone with Sam Cleave. No sooner had he wondered when the opportunity would present itself, when Sam laboriously came off his stool.
In a comical way, the famous investigative journalist clutched the edge of the bar, whipping his kilt down for fear of his buttocks finding the lens of one of the patrons’ cell phones. It had happened before to his mortified surprise, when he was photographed in the same kit, atop an unstable plastic fair table at the Highland Festival a few years back. Wrongful footing and an unfortunate flip of his kilt soon had him voted sexiest Scotsman in 2012, by the Ladies’ Auxiliary Military Corps in Edinburgh.
He crept carefully toward the obscured doors to the right side of the bar, marked ‘Hens’ and ‘Cocks’, heading hesitantly for the applicable door. Nina watched him with great amusement, ready to rush to his aid, should he confuse the two genders in a moment of inebriate semantics. In the rowdiness of the crowd, the elevated volume of the footie on the big wall-mounted flat screen played a soundtrack to culture and tradition. Nina took it all in. After having being in New Zealand the past month, she was homesick for the Old Town and the tartans.
Sam disappeared into the right restroom, leaving Nina to focus on her single malt and the merry men and women about her. For all their boisterous shouting and pushing, it was a peaceful crowd visiting the Balmoral tonight. In the commotion of spilling beer and stumbling drinkers, the movement of darts opponents and dancing ladies, Nina quickly noticed the one anomaly — a figure sitting alone, practically motionless, and quietly by himself. It was rather intriguing how out of place the man looked, but Nina figured that he was probably not there to celebrate. Not all drinking was to celebrate. This, she knew all too well. Every time she lost someone close to her, or mourned some regrets of the past, she took drink. This stranger seemed to be here for the other reason to be drinking.
He appeared to be waiting for something. That was enough reason to keep the sexy historian’s eye on him. She surveilled him in the mirror behind the bar while she sipped at her whiskey. It was almost sinister, how he did not move, save for the occasional lift of his arm to drink. Suddenly he rose from his chair and Nina perked up. She watched him moving remarkably swiftly, to which she discovered that he had not been drinking alcohol, but ice coffee in an Irish coffee guise.
‘Oh, a sober wraith, I see,’ she thought to herself, following him with her eyes. From her leather purse, she pulled a pack of Marlboro and slipped a fag from the carton lid. The man looked her way, but Nina maintained her ignorance while lighting her cigarette. Through her deliberate smoke billows, she could watch him. She was silently grateful that this establishment did not adhere to the smoking law, since it was on land owned by David Purdue, the rebel billionaire she used to date.
Little did she know that the latter was the very reason this individual chose to patronize the Balmoral Arms tonight. Not a drinker, and evidently not a smoker, the stranger had no reason to have picked this pub, Nina reckoned. It made her suspicious, but she was aware that she had been a bit too protective, even paranoid, before, so she let it go for now and returned to the task at hand.
“Another one, please, Rowan!” she winked at one of the bartenders, who promptly obliged.
“Where is that haggis who was here with you?” he joked.
“In the bog,” she chuckled, “doing God knows what.”
He laughed as he poured her another amber soother. Nina leaned forward to speak as discreetly as possible in such a loud environment. She pulled Rowan’s head to her mouth and plugged his ear with her finger to make sure he could hear her words. “Have you noticed a man sitting in that corner over there?” she asked, motioning with her head toward the empty table with half an abandoned ice coffee. “I mean, do you know who he is?”
Rowan knew of whom she was speaking. Such docile characters were easily discernible at the Balmoral, but he had no idea who the patron was. He shook his head and returned the conversation in the same manner. “The virgin?” he shouted.
Nina frowned at the epithet. “Been ordering virgin drinks all night. No alcohol. He has been here for three hours already when you and Sam showed up, but he only ordered ice coffee and a sandwich. Never said anything ‘bout anything, you know?”
“Oh, alright,” she accepted Rowan’s information and lifted her tumbler with a smile to dismiss him. “Ta.”
It had been some time that Sam had been in the toilet and she started to feel an inkling of concern by now. More so, since the stranger had tailed Sam into the men’s room and he too, was still absent from the main room. Something did not sit well with her. She could not help it, but she was simply one of those people who could not let something go once it bothered her.
“Where are you heading, Dr. Gould? You know what you will find in there cannae be good, eh?” Seamus bellowed. His group roared in laughter and suggestive yelps that only provoked a smile from the historian. “I did nae know you were that kind of doctor!” In their howls of merriment, Nina knocked on the door of the men’s room and leaned with her head on the door to better hear any response.
“Sam?” she cried. “Sam, are you okay in there?”
Inside, she could hear male voices in heated conversation, but it was impossible to distinguish if either belonged to Sam. “Sam?” she kept hounding the occupants, knocking. The argument became a loud crash on the other side of the door, but she dared not enter.
“Fuck,” she sneered. “That could be anyone, Nina, so do not go in and make a fool of yourself!” Impatiently, her high heeled boots tapped on the floor as she waited, but still nobody emerged form the ‘Cocks’ door. At once, another massive racket ensued inside the restroom, sounding quite serious. It was so loud that even the wild crowd took notice of it, somewhat subduing their conversations.
Porcelain smashed and something large and heavy thumped against the inside of the door, knocking hard against Nina’s petite skull.
“Good God! What the hell is going on in there?” she shrieked angrily, yet she was simultaneously afraid for Sam. Not a moment later, he jerked open the door and bolted right into Nina. The force knocked her over, but Sam caught her in time.
“Come, Nina! Quick! Let’s get the fuck out of here! Now, Nina! Now!” he thundered, pulling her by her wrist through the crowded pub. Before anyone could ask, the birthday boy and his friend vanished into the cold Scottish night.

3
Watercress and Pain

When Purdue pried his eyes open, he felt like an undead lump of roadkill.
“Well, good morning, Mr. Purdue,” he heard, but he could not trace the location of the friendly female voice. “How are you feeling, sir?”
“I feel a bit queasy, thank you. Can I have some water, please?” he meant to say, but what Purdue was mortified to hear from his own lips was a request better left behind the doors of a brothel. The nurse desperately tried not to laugh, but she too, surprised herself with a cackle that instantly shattered her professional conduct, and she sank to her haunches, holding her mouth with both hands.
“My God, Mr. Purdue, I do apologize!” she mumbled from behind her hands, but her patient looked decidedly more ashamed of his behavior than she could ever. His pale blue eyes gazed at her in horror. “No, please,” he surveyed the accuracy of the sound to his intended words, “excuse me. I assure you it was a scrambled broadcast.” Finally, Purdue dared to smile, although it was more of a wince.
“I know, Mr. Purdue,” the kindly green-eyed blond acknowledged as she helped him sit up just enough to take a sip of water. “Will it help to tell you to know that I have heard far, far worse and much more jumbled than that?”
Purdue wet his throat with the clear coolness of the water and answered, “Would you believe it would bring me no solace to know that? I still said what I said, regardless of others making fools of themselves as well.” He burst out laughing. “It was rather lewd, was it not?”
Nurse Madison, as her name tag read, giggled heartily. It was a genuine cackle of delight, not something she staged to make him feel better. “Aye, Mr. Purdue, it was superbly well aimed.”
The door to Purdue’s private room opened and Dr. Patel peeked around it.
“Sounds like you are doing well, Mr. Purdue,” he smiled with one eyebrow raised. “When did you wake up?”
“Short while ago, actually, I woke feeling quite frisky,” Purdue smiled at Nurse Madison again to reiterate their private joke. She pursed her lips to hold the giggle and handed the doctor the board.
“I’ll be right back with some breakfast, sir,” she reported to both gentlemen before exiting the room.
Purdue pulled up his nose and whispered, “Dr. Patel, I’d rather not eat right now, if you don’t mind. I think the drugs have me nauseated for a while still.”
“I’m afraid I would have to insist, Mr. Purdue,” Dr. Patel urged. “You have been sedated for longer than a day already, and your body needs some hydration and nutrition before we proceed with the next treatment.”
“Why was I under so long?” Purdue asked instantly.
“Actually,” the doctor said under his breath, looking very concerned, “we have no idea. Your vitals have been satisfactory, even good, but you seemed to have stayed asleep, so to speak. Usually, this kind of operation is not too dangerous, has a 98 % success rate, and most patients wake up about three hours after.”
“But I took another day, give or take, to come out of sedation?” Purdue frowned, trying to sit up properly on the hard mattress that cradled his buttocks uncomfortably. “Why would that happen?”
Dr. Patel shrugged. “Look, people are all different. Could be anything. Could be nothing. Maybe your mind was tired and decided to take a time-out.” The Bangladeshi doctor sighed, “God knows, from your incident report, I think your body called it a day — and for good bloody reason!”
Purdue took a moment to consider the plastic surgeon’s statement. For the first time since his ordeal and subsequent admission to the private clinic in Hampshire, the reckless and wealthy explorer gave his tribulation in New Zealand some thought. Truthfully, it had not seeped through to his conscious mind yet, just how horrifying his experience there had been. Apparently, Purdue’s mind dealt with trauma in a delayed sense of ignorance. I’ll feel sorry for myself later.
Changing the subject, he appealed to Dr. Patel. “Do I have to eat? Can I just have some watery soup or something?”
“You must be a mind-reader, Mr. Purdue,” Nurse Madison remarked as she pushed the silver trolley into the room. Upon it was a mug of tea, a tall glass of water and a bowl of watercress soup that smelled positively wonderful in the otherwise sterile environment. “About the soup, not the watery bit,” she added.
“That does look very scrumptious,” Purdue admitted, “but really, I cannot.”
“I’m afraid it is doctor’s orders, Mr. Purdue. Even you just have a few spoonful’s?” she coaxed. “As long as you just have something in, we would be grateful.”
“Exactly,” Dr. Patel smiled. “Just try it, Mr. Purdue. As I am sure you would appreciate, we cannot continue treating you on an empty stomach. The medication would wreak havoc on your system.”
“Alright,” Purdue reluctantly agreed. The creamy green dish in front of him smelled like heaven, but all his body wanted, was water. He understood why he had to eat, of course, and so he took up his spoon and made the effort. Under the cold covers of his hospital bed, he could feel the thick padding sporadically patched onto his legs. Underneath the bandaging, it burned like a cigarette cherry being put out on a bruise, but he kept his pose. After all, he was one of the main shareholders in this clinic — Salisbury Private Care — and Purdue did not want to look like a wuss in front of the very staff whose employment he was responsible for.
Pinching his eyes to fight the pain, he lifted the spoon to his lips and savored the culinary expertise of the private hospital he would call home for a while still. However, the exquisite flavor of the food did not distract him from the curious apprehension he felt. He could not help but be preoccupied by the thought of what his lower body looked like under the padding of gauze and adhesive.
After signing off on the latest assessments of Purdue’s post-operative vitals, Dr. Patel issued the next week’s prescriptions to Nurse Madison. She opened the blinds to Purdue’s room, and he finally realized that he was on the third floor up from the courtyard garden.
“I’m not on the ground floor?” he asked quite nervously.
“No,” she sang with a puzzled look. “Why? Does it matter?”
“I suppose not,” he replied, still looking a bit taken aback.
Her tone was somewhat concerned. “Do you have a fear of heights, Mr. Purdue?”
“No, I have no phobias, per se, my dear,” he explained. “Actually, I cannot really say what it is about. Maybe I was just surprised that I did not see the garden when you drew the blinds.”
“Had we known it was important to you, I assure you we would have accommodated you on the ground floor, sir,” she said. “Shall I ask Doctor if we could move you?”
“No, no, please,” Purdue protested gently. “I am not going to be difficult about scenery. All I want to know, is what is going to happen next. By the way, when will you be changing the dressings on my legs?”
Nurse Madison’s light greens regarded her patient with empathy. Softly, she said, “Do not worry about it, Mr. Purdue. Look, you had some nasty snags at the horrid…” she hesitated respectfully, desperately trying to soften the blow, “…experience you had. But don not fret, Mr. Purdue, you will see that Dr. Patel’s expertise is unparalleled. You know, whatever your evaluation of this corrective surgery, sir, I am sure you will be impressed.”
She gave Purdue a genuine smile that accomplished its aim of putting him at ease.
“Thank you,” he nodded, a slight smirk teasing his lips. “And will I be able to assess the work anytime soon?”
The small framed nurse with the kind voice gathered the empty water jug and glass and headed for the door, soon to return. As she opened the door to exit, she glanced back at him and motioned to the soup. “But only once you have put a thorough dent in that bowl, mister.”
Purdue did his best to make his consequent chuckle painless, although the effort was in vain. The delicate stitching tugged at his carefully spliced skin, where the missing tissue had been replaced. Purdue put in the effort to eat as much of the soup, though by now, it had cooled to a pasty meal topped with a cracking coat — not quite the cuisine billionaires normally settled for. Then again, Purdue was only too thankful that he even survived the jaws of the monstrous occupants of the Lost City and he was not about to bitch about cold broth.
“Done?” he heard.
Nurse Madison entered, armed with instruments to clean her patient’s wounds and fresh dressing to cover the stitches after. Purdue did not know how to feel about the revelation. He possessed not an inkling of fear or timidity, yet the idea of seeing what the beast in the maze of the Lost City did to him made him uneasy. Of course, Purdue dared not exhibit any traits of a man who was close to a panic attack.
“It will hurt some, but I shall try to make it as painless as possible,” she told him without regarding him. Purdue was grateful, because he imagined that his expression was not a pleasant one right now. “There will be some burning,” she continued, as she sterilized her delicate implement to loosen the edges of the plaster, “but I could give you a local if you find it too taxing.”
“No, thank you,” he grunted slightly. “Just go for it and I will deal with the pinch.”
Briefly, she looked up and flashed him a smile as if she approved of his courage. It was not a complex task, but she secretly understood the perils of a traumatic memory and the anxiety it could produce. Although none of the details of the attack on David Purdue was ever disclosed to her, Nurse Madison had previously had an unfortunate acquaintance with tragedy of this intensity. She knew what it was like to be maimed, even there where nobody could see. The memory of the ordeal never abandoned its victims, she knew. Perhaps this was why she felt so sympathetic towards the affluent explorer on a personal level.
He caught his breath, pinching his eyes shut, as she peeled back the first thick plaster. It made a sickening sound that made Purdue cringe, but he was not ready to satisfy his curiosity just yet by opening his eyes. She stopped. “Is that okay? Want me to go slower?”
He winced, “No, no, just hurry. Just make it quick, but give me time in between to catch my breath.”
Without a word in response, Nurse Madison suddenly ripped the plaster off in one jerk. Purdue yelped out in agony, gasping from the instantaneous flight of his breath.
“Jee-zuss Cha-rist!” he shouted, his eyes wide open in shock. His chest heaved rapidly as his mind processed the excruciating inferno in the localized skin.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Purdue,” she apologized sincerely. “You said I must just go ahead and get it over with.”
“I–I know-w w-what what I said,” he stammered through mild recovery of his breathing abilities. He never expected it to feel like interrogation torture or pulling nails. “You are right. I did say that. My God, that almost killed me.”
But what Purdue never expected, was what he would see when he looked down at his wounds.

4
The Dead Relative Phenomenon

With haste, Sam tried to unlock his car door while Nina wheezed wildly by his side. She had learned by now that it was futile to question her old comrade on anything while he was focused on serious matters, so she elected to catch her breath and hold her tongue. The night was freezing for the season and his legs felt the burning chill of the wind curl in up under his kilt, with his hands equally numb. From the direction of the pub, voices were clamoring outside the establishment like hunters poised to commence on the tracks of a fox.
“For fuck’s sake!” Sam hissed in the dark as the point of the key kept scraping the lock without finding its way in. Nina looked back at the dark figures. They did not advance away from the building, but she could discern an altercation.
“Sam,” she whispered in hastened breaths, “can I give you a hand?”
“Is he coming? Is he coming yet?” he asked urgently.
Still perplexed at Sam’s flight, she answered, “Who? I need to know who to look out for, but I can tell you that so far that nobody is trailing us.”
“Th-th-the… the fu—,” he stuttered, “the fucking bloke that attacked me.”
Her big dark eyes scanned the area, but still, as far as Nina could see, there was no detectible movement in the space between the fight outside the pub and Sam’s jalopy. The door creaked open before Nina could figure out who Sam was referring to, and she felt his hand grasp her arm. He flung her into the car as gently as he could and pushed in after her.
“Jesus, Sam! Your stick shift is hell on my legs!” she complained as she made the arduous shift onto the passenger seat. Normally Sam would have some quip to the double entendre she uttered, but he had no time for humor now. Nina rubbed her thighs, still wondering what the fuss was about as Sam started the car. Performing her habitual locking of the door came just in time as, no sooner, a loud thump against her window started Nina into a cry of terror.
“Oh my God!” she shouted at the sight of the saucer-eyed man in the trench coat, suddenly appearing from nowhere.
“Son of a bitch!” Sam seethed as he threw the stick into first and revved the car.
The man outside Nina’s door was shouting furiously at her, slamming on the window with rapid blows. While Sam was getting ready to speed off, time slowed for Nina. She took a good look at the man whose face was distorted in intensity and recognized him at once.
“The virgin,” she muttered in astonishment.
As the car leapt from its parking space, the man screamed something at them in the red glow of the brake lights, but Nina was too shaken to pay attention to what he was saying. Agape, her lips waited for the right explanation to give Sam, but her brain felt scrambled. Through two red lights they sped in the late hour of the high street of Glenrothes, heading south towards North Queensferry.
“What did you say?” Sam asked Nina when they finally got on the main road.
“About?” she asked, so flabbergasted by it all that she had forgotten most of what she had remarked on. “Oh, the man at the door? Is that the keelie you are running from?”
“Aye,” Sam replied. “What did you call him back there?”
“Oh, the virgin,” she said. “Been watching him in the pub while you were in the bog, and he does not drink alcohol, I have noticed. So, all his drinks…”
“Virgins,” Sam surmised. “I get it. I get it.” His face was flushed and his eyes still wild, but he kept a firm eye on the winding road under the high beam lights. “I really have to get a car with central locking.”
“No shit,” she agreed, wiping her hair back under her knitted hat. “I would have thought that had become evident to you by now, especially in the business you are in. Getting your arse chased and accosted this much would require better transportation.”
“I like my car,” he mumbled.
“It looks like a bug, Sam, and you are loaded enough to afford something in keeping with your needs,” she preached. “Like a tank.”
“Did he say anything to you?” Sam asked her.
“No, but I saw him go into the restroom after you. I just did not think anything of it. Why? Did he say something to you in there or did he just attack you?” Nina enquired, taking the moment to brush his black tresses over his ear to clear his hair from his face. “Good God, you look like you have seen a dead relative or something.”
Sam looked at her. “Why would you say that?”
“Just a manner of speaking,” Nina defended. “Unless he was a dead relative of yours.”
“Don’t be silly,” Sam scoffed.
It dawned on Nina that her companion was not exactly adhering to the road laws, what with a million gallons of neat whiskey in his veins and a helping of shock for good measure. She gently ran her hand from his hair to his shoulder as not to startle him. “Don’t you think I should rather be driving?”
“You don’t know my car. It has… tricks,” Sam protested.
“No more than you have and I can drive you just fine,” she smiled. “Come now. If the cops pull you over you will be in deep shit and we do not need another sour taste from this evening, hey?”
Her coaxing was successful. With a soft sigh of surrender, he pulled the car off the road and changed places with Nina. Still agitated by the incident, Sam combed the dark road in their wake for signs of pursuit, but was relieved to find the threat absent. Inebriated as he was, Sam did not sleep it off on the drive home.
“My heart is still pounding, you know,” he told Nina.
“Aye, mine too. You have no idea who he was?” she asked.
“He looked like someone I once knew, but I cannot put my finger on it,” Sam revealed. His words were as confused as the emotions coursing through him. He ran his fingers through his hair and softly raked his face before looking at Nina again. “I thought he was going to kill me. He did not lunge or anything, but he was mumbling and shoving me, so I got pissed off. Bastard did not bother with a simple ‘hello’ or anything, so I took it as a nudge for a brawl or thought maybe he was trying to rib me in the shitter, you know?”
“Makes sense,” she agreed, keeping her eyes keenly on the road before and behind them. “What did he mumble, though? That might clue you up on who he was or what he was there for.”
Sam recollected the hazy incident, but nothing specific came to mind.
“I have no idea,” he replied. “Then again, I am light years away from any cogent thought right now. Maybe the whiskey washed away my memory or something, because what I recall looks like a live action Dali painting. Just all,” he burped and made a dripping gesture with his hands, “smudged and jumbled in too many colors.”
“Sound like most of your birthdays,” she mentioned, trying not to smile. “Don’t fret, pet. You can sleep it all off soon. Tomorrow you will better remember that shite. Better yet, there is a good chance Rowan could tell you a bit more about your molester, since he served him all evening.”
Sam’s drunken head spun to leer at her and lolled to one side in disbelief. “My molester? Jesus, I am sure he was gentle, because I do not remember him molesting me. Also… who the hell is Rowan?”
Nina rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, Sam, you are a journalist. One would imagine you would know that the term has been used for ages to imply someone who accosts or annoys. It is not a solid noun like rapist or violator. And Rowan is the barman at Balmoral.”
“Oh,” Sam sang as his eyelids drooped. “Yes, then, yes, that mumbling fuckwit molested the shit out of me. I have not felt that molested in a long time, I tell ya.”
“Alright, okay, lay off the sarcasm. Stop being daft and stay awake. We are nearly at your place,” she instructed as they passed along the Turnhouse Golf Course.
“Are you staying over?” he asked.
“Aye, but you are going straight to bed, birthday boy,” she directed sternly.
“I know we are. And if you come with us, we will give you a peek of what lives in the Republic of Tartan,” he announced, grinning at her in the passing yellow lights that lined the road.
Nina sighed and rolled her eyes. “Talk about seeing ghosts of old acquaintances,” she murmured as they turned into the street where Sam resided. He said nothing. Sam’s bumbled mind was on autopilot as he swayed in silence with the cornering of the vehicle, while far away thoughts kept thrusting back the blurred face of the stranger in the men’s room.
Sam was not much in the way of a burden when Nina laid his head on the fluffed pillow in his bedroom. It was a welcome change to his wordy protests, but she knew that the night’s sour event along with the alcohol consumption of a bitter Irishman had to have taken its toll on her friend’s demeanor. He was exhausted, and as fatigued as his body was, his mind was fighting against rest. She could see it in the movement of his eyes behind the cover of their lids.
“Sleep well, lad,” she whispered. Planting a kiss on Sam’s cheek, she pulled up the covers and tucked the ear of his fleece blanket under his shoulder. Faint flashes of lighting illuminated the half-drawn curtains as Nina switched off Sam’s bedside lamp.
Leaving him in satisfied unrest, she headed for the living room where his pet cat lazed on the mantel.
“Hey Bruich,” she whispered, feeling quite drained herself. “Want to keep me warm tonight?” The feline did little else than peek through the slits of his eyelids to examine her intent before snoozing on peacefully in the rumble of thunder over Edinburgh. “Nope,” she shrugged. “Could have taken up your master’s offer if I knew you were going to snub me. You bloody males are all the same.”
Nina plopped down on the couch and switched on the television, not so much for entertainment as for company. Slivers of the night’s incidents passed through her memory, but she was too tired to review too much of it. All she knew was that she was unsettled by the sound that escaped the virgin when he beat his fists against her car window before Sam took off. It was like a retarded yawn, played in slow motion; an awful, haunting sound she could not forget.
Something caught her eye on the screen. It was one of the parks from her hometown, Oban, in the northwest of Scotland. Outside, the rain came down to wash away Sam Cleave’s birthday and announce the new day.
Two past midnight.
“Oh, we made the news again,” she said, and turned up the volume over the rain. “Not too gripping, though.” The news report was nothing serious, other than the new elected mayor of Oban on his way to a national assemblage of high priority and great confidence. “Confidence, my ass” Nina scoffed, lighting a Marlboro. “Just a nice name for clandestine cover up emergency protocol, hey, you bastards?” Along with her cynicism, Nina tried to figure how a mere mayor would be deemed important enough to be invited to such a high profile meeting. It was odd, but Nina’s sandy eyes could bear the blue TV light no more and she fell asleep to the sound of the rain and the incoherent, fading chatter of the reporter on Channel 8.

5
The Other Nurse

In the morning light that filtered through the window of Purdue’s window, his wounds looked a lot less grotesque than they did the previous afternoon when Nurse Madison cleaned them. He hid his initial shock at the pasty blue slits, but he could hardly argue that the work of the doctors at the Salisbury Clinic was top notch. Considering the devastating damage done to his lower body, down in the bowels of the Lost City, the corrective surgery was a beaming success.
“Looks better than I thought,” he mentioned to the nurse as she removed the dressing. “Then again, maybe I just heal well?”
The nurse, a young lady whose bedside manner was a tad less personal, gave him an uncertain smile. Purdue realized that she did not share Nurse Madison’s sense of humor, but she was friendly, at least. She seemed quite uncomfortable around him, but he could not fathom why. Being who he was, the extrovert billionaire simply asked.
“Are you allergic?” he jested.
“No, Mr. Purdue?” she answered carefully. “To what?”
“To me,” he smiled.
For a brief moment, she had the old ‘trapped deer’ look on her face, but his grin soon relieved her of the confusion. At once, she smiled at him. “Um, no, I am not. They tested me and found that I am immune to you, actually.”
“Ha!” he cheered, trying to ignore that familiar burn of the stitches’ strain on his skin. “You seem reluctant to speak much, so I gathered there had to be some medical reason.”
The nurse took a deep, drawn out breath before she answered him. “It is a personal thing, Mr. Purdue. Please, try not to take my rigid professionalism to heart. It is just my way. Patients are all dear to me, but I try not to get personally attached to them.”
“Bad experience?” he asked.
“Hospice,” she replied. “Seeing patients come to their end after getting close to them was just too much for me.”
“Holy shit, I hope you are not implying that I am about to expire,” he mumbled with wide eyes.
“No, of course that is not what I meant,” she quickly negated her statement. “It came out wrong, I’m sure. Some of us are just not very sociable people. I became a nurse to help people, not to join the family, if that is not too snide of me to say.”
Purdue understood. “I get it. People think because I am wealthy, a scientific celebrity and such, that I enjoy joining organizations and have meetings with important people.” He shook his head. “All the while I just want to work on my inventions and find the silent harbingers from history that helps clarify some recurring phenomena in our eras, you see? Just because we are out there, achieving great victories in the things of the world that actually matter, people automatically think we are doing it for the glory and the fame.”
She nodded, wincing as she peeled off the last bandage that forced Purdue to catch his breath. “Too true, sir.”
“Please call me David,” he groaned as the cold liquid licked at the stitched incision on his right quadriceps. His hand instinctively grabbed at hers, but he stopped its motion in mid-air. “Christ, that feels horrible. Frigid water on dead flesh, you know?”
“I know, I remember when I had my rotator cuff operation,” she sympathized. “Not to worry, we are almost done.”
A quick knock at the door announced the visit of Dr. Patel. He looked weary, but in high spirits. “Good morning, merry people. How are we all today?”
The nurse just smiled, applying her attention to her work. Purdue had to wait for his breath to return before he could attempt an answer, but the doctor continued to peruse the chart without hesitation. His patient studied his face as he read through the latest results, reading a blank opinion.
“What is it, Doctor?” Purdue frowned. “I think my wounds are looking better already, right?”
“Don’t over-analyze everything, David,” Dr. Patel chuckled. “You are fine and everything looks good. Just had a long all-nighter with an emergency surgery that pretty much took everything out of me.”
“Did the patient pull through?” Purdue joked, hoping he was not too insensitive.
Dr. Patel gave him a mocking look of amusement. “No, in fact, she died of an acute need to have bigger tits than her husband’s mistress.” Before Purdue could work it out, the doctor sighed. “Silicone seeped into the tissue because some of my patients,” he stared Purdue down in warning, “do not adhere to the after-treatment and end up worse for wear.”
“Subtle,” Purdue said. “But I have done nothing to jeopardize your work.”
“Good man,” Dr. Patel said. “Now, we will be starting the laser treatment today, just to loosen up most of the hard tissue around the incisions and release the tension of the nerves.”
The nurse left the room for a moment to allow the doctor to speak to Purdue.
“We are using the IR425,” Dr. Patel bragged, and rightly so. Purdue was the inventor of the rudimentary technique and produced the first line of instruments for the therapy. Now it was time for the creator to benefit from his own work and Purdue was elated to get a first hand look at its efficiency. Dr. Patel smiled proudly. “The latest prototype has exceeded our expectations, David. Perhaps you should use that brain of yours to rocket Britain ahead in the medical machine industry.
Purdue laughed. “If I but had the time, my dear friend, I would gracefully accept the challenge. Unfortunately there are too many things to uncover out there.”
Dr. Patel suddenly looked more serious and concerned. “Like Nazi-engineered poisonous boas?”
He meant to make an impact with that statement, and by the looks of Purdue’s reaction, he succeeded. His hardheaded patient lost a bit of color at the memory of the monstrous snake that had him halfway swallowed before Sam Cleave rescued him. Dr. Patel paused to allow Purdue the horrid recollection, in order to make sure that he stayed aware of how lucky he was to draw breath.
“Do not take anything for granted, that is all I mean to say,” the doctor advised softly. “Look, I understand your free spirit and that innate urge to explore, David. Just try to keep things in perspective. I have worked with you and for you for some time now, and I have to say that your reckless pursuit of adventure… or knowledge… is admirable. All I ask is that you keep track of your mortality. Genius such as yours is rare enough in this world. People like you are the pioneers, the forerunners of progress. Please… do not die.”
Purdue had to smile at that. “Weapons are as important as the instruments that heal their damage, Haroon. It may not appear so to someone in the medical world, but we cannot go unarmed against the enemy.”
“Well, with no weapons in the world, we would never have fatalities to begin with, and no enemies trying to kill us,” Dr. Patel argued somewhat indifferently.
“This debate will reach a stalemate within minutes and you know it,” Purdue promised. “Without destruction and injury you would not have a job, old cock.”
“Doctors assume a versatile array of roles; not just healing of wounds and digging out bullets, David. There will always be childbirth, heart attacks, appendicitis and so on that will keep us employed, even without wars and secret arsenals in the world,” the doctor retorted, but Purdue sealed his argument with a simple comeback. “And there will always be threats to the innocent, even without wars and secret arsenals, too. It is better to have martial prowess during a time of peace than to be confronted by subjugation and extinction for its nobility, Haroon.”
The doctor exhaled and rested his hands in his sides. “I see, yes. Stalemate reached.”
Purdue did not want to continue on this somber note anyway, so he changed the subject to something he had been wanting to ask the plastic surgeon. “Say, Haroon, what is this nurse’s business, then?”
“How do you mean?” Dr. Patel asked while checking Purdue’s scars carefully.
“She is very uncomfortable around me, but I don’t believe that she is just introverted,” Purdue explained curiously. “There is more to her interaction than that.”
“I know,” Dr. Patel muttered, lifting Purdue’s leg to examine the opposite gash that reached over his knee onto the inside of his calf. “Jesus, this one is the worst cuts of all. I grafted this for hours, you know.”
“Very well. The work is amazing. Now, what do you mean you know? Did she say something?” he asked the doctor. “Who is she?”
Dr. Patel looked a bit irritated by the constant interruption. However, he decided to tell Purdue what he wanted to know if only to stop the explorer from acting like a lovelorn schoolboy in need of solace for being jilted.
“Lilith Hurst. She is taken with you, David, but not in the way you think. That is all. But please, by all things holy, do not pursue a woman less than half your age, even if it is fashionable,” he advised. “It is not really as cool as it looks. I find it rather sad.”
“I never said I would pursue her, old boy,” Purdue gasped. “Her manner was just peculiar to me.”
“She used to be quite the scientist, apparently, but she got involved with her colleague and they ended up getting married. From what Nurse Madison told me, the couple was always jokingly compared to Madam Curie and her husband,” Dr. Patel elucidated.
“So what does that have to do with me?” Purdue inquired.
“Her husband contracted Multiple Sclerosis three years into their marriage and rapidly deteriorated, leaving her unable to continue her studies. She had to abandon her program and her research in order to spend more time with him until he died in 2015,” Dr. Patel recounted. “And you were always her husband’s principal inspiration, in both science and technology. Let’s just say the man was a huge follower of your work and always wanted to meet you.”
“Why didn’t they contact me to meet him, then? I would have been glad to get acquainted with him, even just to cheer the man up a little,” Purdue lamented.
Patel’s dark eyes pierced Purdue as he replied, “We tried to contact you, but you were chasing after some Greek relic at the time. Phillip Hurst died shortly before you returned to the modern world.”
“Oh my God, I am so sorry to learn that,” Purdue said. “No wonder she is a bit frigid towards me.”
The doctor could see his patient’s genuine pity, and some inkling of ensuing guilt about the stranger he could have known; whose demeanor he could have uplifted. In turn, Dr. Patel felt sorry for Purdue and elected to remedy his concern with words of solace. “It does not matter, David. Phillip knew that you were a busy man. Besides, he did not even know that his wife had been trying to get in touch with you. No matter, it is all water under the bridge. He could not be disappointed about that which he did not know.
It helped. Purdue nodded, “I suppose you are right, old boy. Still, I should be more accessible. After the trip to New Zealand, I fear I am going to be slightly off-kilter, both psychologically and physically.”
“Wow,” Dr. Patel said, “I am delighted to hear you say that. Between your career whiles and your tenacity, I dreaded proposing a time out from both. Now you have done it for me. Please, David, take some time. You may not think so, but under that tough exterior of yours, you still possess a very human spirit. Human spirits are prone to crack, fold or even break, given the correct impression of the ghastly. Your psyche needs as much of a recess as your flesh.”
“I know,” Purdue conceded. Little did his doctor realize that Purdue’s tenacity had already aided his adept concealment of that which haunted him. Behind the billionaire’s smile there hid a terrible fragility, one that came at all hours, whenever he slipped into slumber.

6
Apostate

Physics Academia Meeting, Bruges, Belgium
At 10.30pm, the congregation of scientists adjourned.
“Good night, Kasper,” cried a female rector from Rotterdam, visiting on behalf of the Dutch University Allegiance. She waved at the scatterbrained man she addressed before getting into a taxi. Demurely he waved back, grateful that she did not approach him about his thesis — the Einstein Report — which he submitted the month before. He was not a man who enjoyed attention unless it was from those who could educate him on his field of study. And those, admittedly, were few and far between.
For some time, Dr. Kasper Jacobs had been at the head of the Belgian Association of Physics Research, a secret affiliate to the Order of the Black Sun in Bruges. The academic department, under the office of the Ministry of Scientific Policy, were closely working with the clandestine organization that infiltrated most powerful financial and medical institutions across Europe and Asia. Their research and experiments were funded by many of the world’s foremost facilities, while senior board members enjoyed complete discretion and a wealth of benefits beyond that of the mercenary sort.
Protection was paramount, as was trust, between the main players of the Order and politicians and financiers of Europe. There were a few government organizations and private institutions wealthy enough to have engaged with the devious, but rejected the offer of membership. Thus, these organizations were fair game on the hunting grounds for worldwide monopoly in the fields of scientific development and monetary annexation.
This was how the Order of the Black Sun perpetuated their relentless pursuit of world dominance. By garnering the aid and devotion of those greedy enough to relinquish power and integrity in the name of mercenary sustenance, they assured their positions in seats of authority. Corruption was rife to such an extent, that not even the straight shooters realized that they served crooked deals anymore.
On the other hand, some crooked arrows were aching to shoot straight. Kasper pressed the button on his remote locking device and listened for the beep. His vehicle’s small lights flashed momentarily, ushering him toward freedom. After fraternizing with the brilliant criminals and unsuspecting Wunderkinder of the Science world, the physicist was desperate to get home and attend to the bigger issue of the evening.
“Your delivery, as always, was splendid, Kasper,” he heard from two cars down in the parking lot. Within obvious earshot, it would have been very odd to ignore the boisterous voice in pretense. Kasper sighed. He would have to react, so he turned in full charade of cordiality and smiled. He was mortified to see that it was Clifton Tuft, an insanely wealthy magnate from Chicago high society.
“Thank you, Cliff,” Kasper replied courteously. He never thought he would have to deal with Tuft again, after the bitterly embarrassing rescindment of Kasper’s employment under Tuft’s Unified Field-project. So it was a bit gritty to see the arrogant entrepreneur again, after he categorically called Tuft a baboon with a golden ring before storming out of the Tuft Chemistry facility in Washington DC two years before.
Kasper was a bashful man, but he was by no means unaware of his worth. Exploiters like the magnate sickened him, using their riches to buy prodigies desperate for recognition under a banner of promise, only to take the credit for their genius. As far as Dr. Jacobs was concerned, people like Tuft had no business in science or technology, other than to make use of what real scientists produced. According to Kasper, Clifton Tuft was a monkey with money, with no talent of his own.
Tuft shook his hand and grinned like a twisted priest. “Good to see that you are still progressing every year. I read some of your latest hypotheses about interdimensional portals and the probable equations that could prove the theory once and for all.”
“Oh, you did?” Kasper asked, opening his car door to signify his haste. “It was scooped up by Zelda Bessler, you know, so if you want a piece of it, you would have to persuade her to share.” Kasper’s voice was justifiably bitter. Zelda Bessler was the head physicist at the Bruges chapter of the Order, and although she was almost as smart as Jacobs, she rarely managed to do her own research. Her game was to scavenge off other academics and intimidate them into believing that the work was hers, simply because she had more influence amongst the big cocks.
“I heard, but I thought you would have put up more of a fight to keep the rights, bud,” Cliff drawled in his annoying accent, making sure that his condescension could be heard by all about them in the parking area. “Way to let a goddamn woman take your research. I mean, God, where are your balls?”
Kasper saw the others glance or nudge as they all headed for their cars, limo’s and taxi cabs. He fantasized about putting his brain aside for just a moment and use his body to trample the life out of Tuft and kick his oversized teeth in. “My balls are perfectly adept, Cliff,” he answered calmly. “Some research demand real scientific intelligence to apply. Reading the fancy phrases and writing the constants in sequence with variables is not enough to transfigure theory to practice. But I am sure a strong academic like Zelda Bessler knows that.”
Kasper enjoyed a feeling he was not familiar with. It was apparently called gloating and he seldom got to kick the proverbial nuts of a bully like he did just then. He looked at his watch, relishing the astonished looks bestowed on the idiot magnate, and excused himself in the same confident tone. “Now, if you will excuse me, Clifton, I have a date.”
Of course, he was lying through his teeth. Then again, he did not state with whom, or indeed what, he had a date.
* * *
After Kasper told off the boastful prick with the bad hairstyle, he drove along the bumpy grit of the east road of the parking lot. He only wished to avoid the queue of flashy limousines and Bentleys exiting the venue, but after his well-placed line before bidding Tuft adieu, it certainly looked stuck-up as well. Dr. Kasper Jacobs was a mature and innovative physicist, among other roles, but he had always been too modest about his work and dedication.
The Order of the Black Sun held him in high regard. Throughout the years of working on their special projects, he realized that the members of the organization were always readily available for favors and cover-ups. Their loyalty, as it was to the Order itself, was unrivaled; something Kasper Jacobs had always admired. When he drank and became philosophical, he thought about it a great deal and came to one conclusion. If only individuals could care this much about the common goals of their schools, welfare and health systems, the world would flourish.
He found it amusing that a group of Nazi ideologists could be the model of propriety and progress in a social paradigm these days. By the state of the world’s misinformation and propaganda of decorum that enslaved morality and deterred individual consideration, it was clear to Jacobs.
Flashing in cadence across his windshield, the highway lights lulled his thoughts into dogmas of revolution. According to Kasper, the Order would easily be able to overthrow regimes, if only civilians did not see representatives as power objects, casting their lot into the abyss of liars, charlatans and capitalist monsters. Monarchs, presidents and prime ministers held the fate of the people, when such a thing should be an abomination, reckoned Kasper. Unfortunately, there was no other way to govern successfully, but to deceive and sow fear on one’s own people. He found it regrettable that the world population would never be free. That even thinking about alternatives to a single, world dominating entity was becoming ludicrous.
Turning away from the Gent-Brugge Canal, he shortly after passed Assebroek Cemetery, where both his parents were buried. On the radio, the female broadcaster announced that it was just past 11pm and Kasper felt a sense of relief he had not felt in a long time. He likened the sensation to the glee of waking up late for school and realizing that it was Saturday — and it was.
“Thank God, I can sleep a bit later tomorrow,” he smiled.
Life had been hectic since he took on the new project directed by that academic equivalent of a cuckoo, Dr. Zelda Bessler. She was managing a top-secret program only a few members of the Order knew of, excluding the architect of the original formulas, Dr. Kasper Jacobs himself.
As a pacifist genius, he always shrugged it off that she took all the credit for his work under the mantle of cooperation and teamwork ‘for the good of the Order’, as she put it. But lately he had begun to feel more and more resentment toward his colleagues for the exclusion from their ranks, especially considering that those tangible theories he came up with would be worth a lot of money in any other institution. Money he could have all to himself. Instead, he had to be content with receiving but a fraction of the value while the Order’s highest bidding pets enjoyed preference in the salary department. And they all lived comfortably off his hypotheses and his hard work.
When he stopped in front of his apartment in the secure complex off the cul-de-sac, Kasper felt sick. For so long he had been avoiding the antipathy inside him in the name of his research, but tonight’s re-acquaintance with Tuft reinforced the hostility all over again. It was such an unpleasant topic to stain his mind with, but it refused to be repressed all the time.
Up the stairs he skipped, to the landing of granite slabs that led to the front door of his detached apartment. The main house lights were on, but he always moved quietly as not to disturb the landlord. Compared to his colleagues, Kasper Jacobs led an astonishingly reclusive and modest life. Save for those who stole his work and profited, his less intrusive associates made quite a decent living as well. By average standards, Dr. Jacobs was comfortable, but by no means wealthy.
The door creaked open, and the smell of cinnamon wafted into his nostrils, stopping him in his tracks in the dark. Kasper smiled and switched on the light, affirming the secret delivery by his landlord’s mother.
“Karen, you spoil me rotten,” he said to the empty kitchen as he went straight for the baking tray full of raisin buns. Briskly he scooped up two of the soft breads and stuffed them into his mouth as fast as he could chew. He sat down at the computer and logged in, swallowing clumps of delicious raisin bread.
Kasper checked his e-mails, after which he proceeded to check the latest news on Nerd Porn, the underground science website he was a member of. Suddenly, Kasper felt better after the shitty evening as he saw the familiar logo, utilizing symbols from chemical equations to produce the lettering of the website name.
Something caught his eye under the ‘Latest’ tab. He leaned forward to make sure that he was reading correctly. “You goddamn moron,” he whispered at the picture of David Purdue with the thread subject line:
‘Dave Purdue found the Dire Serpent!’
“You fucking idiot,” Kasper gasped. “If he puts this equation into practice, we are all fucked.”

7
The Day After

When Sam woke up, he wished he never possessed a brain. Accustomed to hangovers, he knew the consequences of his birthday bash, but this was a special kind of hell smoldering inside his skull. He stumbled into the hallway, every footfall pounding against the inside of his eye sockets.
“Oh, God, just kill me,” he mumbled as he painfully wiped his eyes, dressed in only his bathrobe. Under the soles of his feet, the floor felt like an ice hockey rink, while the cold swiftness of the wind under his door warned of another chilly day on the other side. The television was still on, but Nina was absent and his cat, Bruichladdich, elected to choose this inconvenient moment to begin whining for food.
“Bruich, my head,” Sam complained, holding his brow. He sauntered into the kitchen for some heavy black coffee and two Anadins, as was the rule of thumb during his hardcore newspaper days. The fact that it was weekend made no difference to Sam. Whether with his job as investigative journalist, his stint as author or going on excursions with Dave Purdue, Sam never had a weekend, a holiday or a day. Every day was the same as the previous to him, and he counted his days by deadlines and engagements in his diary.
After satisfying the large ginger feline with a tin of fishy mush, Sam tried not to gag. The awful smell of dead fish was not the best odor to suffer, considering his condition. He promptly alleviated the misery with hot coffee in the living room. Nina had left a note:
Hope you have mouthwash and a strong stomach. I DVR’d you something interesting about a ghost train on Global News this morning. Too good to miss. Got to head back to Oban for the lecture at the college. Hope you survive the Irish Flu this morning. Godspeed!
— Nina

“Ha-ha, very funny,” he groaned, popping the Anadins with a mouthful of coffee. Satisfied, Bruich appeared form the kitchen. He took his place on the free chair and started happily cleaning himself. Sam resented his cat’s casual happiness, not to mention the complete absence of discomfort Bruich enjoyed. “Oh, sod off,” Sam said.
He was curious about Nina’s news recording, but he did not think that her warning of a strong stomach was welcome. Not with this hangover. In a quick tug-of-war, his curiosity beat his sickness and he turned on the recorded piece she had referred to. Outside, the wind brought more rain, so Sam had to turn up the volume of the television.
On the excerpt, a journalist reported on the mysterious deaths of two youths in the town of Maladzyechna, near Minsk, in Belarus. The woman, dressed in a thick overcoat, stood on a decrepit platform of what looked like an old train station. She warned audiences on graphic scenes before the camera switched to the smeared remains on the rusted old tracks.
“What the fuck?” Sam mouthed as he frowned, trying to make sense of the incident.
“The young men were apparently crossing the railroad tracks here,” the reporter pointed to the plastic covered red mess just below the platform edge. “According to the statement of the only surviving party, whose identity is still being withheld by the authorities, his two friends were run over… by a ghost train.”
“I would think so,” Sam mumbled, reaching for a bag of crisps Nina had neglected to finish. He did not believe in superstitions and ghosts much, but what initiated his acceptance of the turn of phrase, was that the tracks were clearly dysfunctional. Looking past the obvious gore and tragedy, as he was trained to do, Sam noticed that sections of the track was missing. Other shots of the camera showed the severe corrosion of the rails, which would make it impossible for any train to run along them.
Sam paused the frame to scrutinize the background. Other than the heavy growth of foliage and shrubs on the rails, there were signs of combustion on the surface of the drop wall that flanked the railroad. It looked fresh, but he could not be certain. Not too competent in science or physics, Sam had a gut feeling that the black singe mark was made by something that utilized intense heat to produce the kind of force that could reduce two people to pulp.
Sam replayed the report several times, examining every possibility. It wracked his brain to such an extent that he forgot about the terrible migraine the alcohol gods had blessed him with. In fact, he was used to getting immense headaches while working on puzzling crimes and similar mysteries, so he chose to believe that his hangover was merely the product of a hard working brain trying to unravel the circumstances and causes of this fascinating incident.
“Purdue, I hope you are up and healing on, my friend,” Sam smiled as he zoomed in on the stain that charred half the wall in matt black residue. “Because I have a doozy for you, pal.”
Purdue would be the perfect person to ask about something like this, but Sam had vowed not to bother the genius billionaire until the man had recovered fully from his surgeries and felt ready to socialize again. On the other hand, Sam thought it fit to pay Purdue a visit to see how he was doing. He had been in the Intensive Care Unit in Wellington and two other medical facilities since arriving back in Scotland two weeks later.
It was time Sam went to say hello, even just to cheer Purdue up. For such an active man to suddenly be bedridden for this long had to be depressing to an extent. Purdue was the most active mind and body Sam had ever encountered and he could not imagine the billionaire’s frustration, having to spend every passing day in hospitals, taking orders and being confined.
* * *
Sam contacted Jane, Purdue’s personal assistant, to obtain the address of the private clinic where he was staying. Hurriedly, he jotted the directions down on the white page edge of the Edinburgh Post he had just purchased before his journey, and thanked her for the help. Sam dodged the spray of rain that permeated through his car window, and only then, did he begin to wonder how Nina traveled home.
A quick call would suffice, Sam thought, and rang Nina. The ring repeated incessantly without answer, so he tried a text, hoping that she would respond as soon as she switched on her phone. While gulping down some roadside diner coffee in a take-away cup, Sam noticed something peculiar on the front page of the Post. It was not the headline, but stuck in the bottom corner with smaller heading lettering, just enough to make front page without being too imposing.
‘A World Summit in Undisclosed Location?’
The article did not furnish much detail, but it did pose the question as to the sudden arrangement of the Municipal Councils of Scotland and their representatives to attend a meeting at an undisclosed venue. To Sam it did not look like a big deal, apart from the fact that Oban’s new mayor, Hon. Lance McFadden, was also named as representative.
“Punching a bit above your weight there, Mc Fadden?” Sam teased under his breath, while finishing the last of the cooled beverage. “You should be that important. You wish,” he scoffed as he tossed aside the newspaper.
He knew Mc Fadden from his relentless campaign in the past few months. According to most people in Oban, Mc Fadden was a fascist cloaked as a liberal-minded, modern governor — a ‘people’s mayor’ type, if you will. Nina called him a bully and Purdue knew him from a joint venture in Washington DC, sometime back in 1996, when they collaborated on a failed experiment in intra-dimensional conversion and fundamental particle acceleration theories. Neither Purdue, nor Nina, ever expected the arrogant bastard to win the mayoral election, but in the end, everyone knew it was because he had more money than his opposing candidate.
Nina did mention that she wondered where that large sum came from, since Mc Fadden had never been a wealthy man. Why, he even approached Purdue himself some time before for financial assistance, but of course Purdue had turned him down. He had to have found some dumb fool who could not see through him to back his campaign, otherwise he would never have wiggled into the nicely uneventful and obscure town.
At the end of the last sentence, Sam noticed that the piece was written by Aidan Glaston, senior journalist at the political desk.
“No way, you old dog,” Sam chuckled. “Are you still reporting on all that shite after all these years, mate?” Sam remembered working on two expose’s with Aidan a few years before that fateful first expedition with Purdue which turned him from newspaper journalism. He was surprised that the fifty-something journalist had not retired to something more dignified yet, perhaps political advisor on a panel show for telly or something.
A text came through on Sam’s phone.
“Nina!” he exclaimed, and grabbed his old Nokia to read her message. His eyes studied the name on the screen. “Not Nina.”
It was a text from Purdue, as a matter of fact, and it implored Sam to bring the footage of the Lost City expedition to Wrichtishousis, Purdue’s historical residence. Sam scowled at the odd message. How could Purdue ask him to meet at Wrichtishousis if he was still in hospital? After all, did Sam not check less than an hour before with Jane to get the address of the Salisbury Private Care clinic?
He elected to call Purdue to make sure that he was indeed in possession of his cell phone and that he did make the summons. Purdue answered almost immediately.
“Sam, did you get my message?” he started the conversation.
“Aye, but I thought you are in hospital,” Sam explained.
“I am,” Purdue replied, “but I am being discharged this afternoon. So, can you do that thing I asked?”
Assuming that there was someone in the room with Purdue, Sam agreed readily to that thing Purdue asked him for. “Let me just get back home and collect it and I will meet you at your house later this evening, alright?”
“Perfect,” Purdue answered, and unceremoniously hanged up the phone. Sam took a moment to process the abrupt disconnection before starting his car to return home for the footage of the expedition. He recalled Purdue asking him to photograph, specifically, the massive drawing upon the great wall under the Nazi scientist’s house at Nekenhalle, a sinister piece of land in New Zealand.
It was known as the Dire Serpent, they learned, but as to its precise significance Purdue, Sam and Nina did not really have a clue. As far as Purdue was concerned, it was a powerful equation, of what, there was no explanation… yet.
This was what kept him from taking the time in hospital to heal on and to get rest — he was, in effect, being haunted day and night, by the secret origin of the Dire Serpent. He needed Sam to obtain the detailed image so that he could copy it onto a software program and analyze the nature of its mathematical evil.
Sam took his time. He still had a few hours before afternoon, so he decided to get some Chinese take-away and a beer for while he waited at home. It would give him time to check the footage and see if there was anything specific Purdue might find intriguing. As Sam pulled his car into the drive, he noticed that someone was darkening his doorstep. Reluctant to act distinctly Scottish and simply confront the stranger, he switched off the engine and waited to see what the questionable character wanted.
The man fiddled with the doorknob at first, but then he turned and looked straight at Sam.
“Jesus Christ!” Sam howled in his car. “It is the fucking virgin!”

8
The Face Under the Fedora

Sam’s hand dropped to his side, where he concealed his Beretta. At once, the stranger started shouting madly again, briskly rushing down the stairs toward Sam’s car. Sam started his car and threw the gear into reverse before the man could make it to him. His tires licked heated black marks on the paving as he accelerated backwards, out of reach of the madman with the broken nose.
In his rear view mirror, Sam saw that the stranger wasted no time in jumping into his own vehicle, a dark blue Taurus that looked far more civilized and robust than its owner.
“Are you bloody serious? For Christ’s sake! Are you actually going to chase me?” Sam shrieked in disbelief. He was right, and he dropped foot. It would be a mistake to head into the open road, as his little jalopy could never outrun the Taurus’ six-cylinder torque, so he made straight for the old condemned high school grounds a few blocks form his apartment.
Not a moment later, he saw the swiveling blue car in the side mirror. Sam was concerned about pedestrians. It would be some time before the road would become less populated by people and he feared that someone may walk out in front of his charging car. His adrenaline fueled his heart, a most unpleasant feeling left in his gut, but he had to outrun the maniac stalker at any cost. He knew him from somewhere, even though he could not put his finger on it, and with Sam’s career, it was very likely that his many enemies had become nothing more than slightly familiar faces by now.
Under the fickle play of the clouds, Sam was forced to use the strongest setting of his windshield wipers to make sure he could see the people under umbrellas and those reckless enough to race across the road in the pouring rain. Many people could not see the two bolting cars headed their way, their sight concealed by the hoods of their coats, while others simply thought the vehicles would stop at the crossings. They were mistaken, and it almost cost them dearly.
Two women screamed as Sam’s left front light barely missed them as they crossed the street. As he sped along the gleaming tarmac and concrete road, Sam continuously flashed his headlights and honked. The blue Taurus did nothing of the sort. The stalker was only interested in one thing — Sam Cleave. Around the sharp curve on Stanton Road, Sam jerked up his handbrake and skidded the car into the curve. It was a trick he knew from his familiarity with the neighborhood, something the virgin did not know. With wailing tires, the Taurus swerved, careening wildly from pavement to pavement. In Sam’s peripheral, he could see the bright sparks of collision between cement pavement and aluminum hubcaps, yet the Taurus stayed steady once he took control of the deviation.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Sam sneered, sweating profusely under his thick sweater. There was no other way to lose the madman in his wake. Shooting was not an option. Too many pedestrians and other vehicles used the road for bullets to fly, he reckoned.
Finally, the old high school yard came into view on his left. Sam geared back to bolt through what was left of the diamond mesh fence. It would be easy. The rusty, torn fence was hardly attached to the corner post anymore, leaving a weakness many vagrants discovered long before Sam did. “Aye, that is more like it!” he yelled, and accelerated straight for the sidewalk. “That should confuse you something, hey, fucker?”
Laughing in defiance, Sam veered hard left, bracing himself for the impact of the pavement on his poor car’s front bumper. No matter how prepared Sam thought he was, the collision was tenfold worse. His neck snapped forward along with the crunch of the fender. At the same time, his short rib was brutally introduced to his hipbone, or so it felt, before he soldiered on. Sam’s old Ford suffered the awful scratching of the fence’s rusty end, cleaving at the paint like the nails of a tiger.
Head down, eyes peeking through under the top of his steering wheel, Sam aimed his car at the cracked surface of what was once the tennis courts. Now the flat area only held remnants of demarcation and design, leaving only tufts of grass and wild plants protruding through it. The Taurus came at him with a roar, just when Sam ran out of surface to drive on. Ahead of his speeding, bent car, there was only a low cement wall.
“Oh shit!” he hollered, clenching his teeth.
The little broken wall led to a steep drop on the other side. Beyond that, the old S3 classrooms loomed in sharp red brick. An instant stop that would certainly end Sam’s life. There was no choice but to employ his handbrake turn again, even though it was a little late. The Taurus charged at Sam’s car as if there was a mile of runway to play with. With immense force, the Ford whirled, virtually on two wheels.
The rain impaired Sam’s vision. His stunt through the fence disabled his wipers, and he had only the left wiper blade running — useless to a right-hand drive car’s driver. Still, he hoped that his uncontrolled turn would slow his vehicle sufficiently as not to crash into the classroom building. This was his immediate concern, with the intentions of the Taurus occupant as a close second. Centrifugal force was a furious condition to be in. Much as the motion urged Sam to vomit, its influence was just as effective at keeping it all in.
A clank of metal, accompanied with sudden jerk stop, forced Sam out of his seat. Fortunately for him, his body did not propel through the windshield, but slumped onto the gearshift and most of the passenger seat after the twirling motion ceased.
Only the patter of rain and the tin clicks of a cooling engine sounded in Sam’s ears. His ribs and neck ached terribly, but he was okay. A deep exhale escaped Sam as he realized that he was not too badly injured after all. But suddenly he remembered why he was involved in this calamity in the first place. Keeping his head down to play dead for the stalker, Sam felt the warm trickle of blood emanate from his arm. The skin was torn just under his elbow where his arm slammed against the open ashtray lid between the seats.
He could hear the clumsy footsteps tapping in the puddles of the wet cement. He dreaded the mumbling of the stranger, but the man’s hideous cries made his flesh crawl. Luckily he was only mumbling now, since his target was not fleeing from him. Sam deduced that the man’s terrible cry only came when someone ran from him. It was eerie at least, and Sam kept still in order to fool the weird pursuer.
‘Come a little closer, you bastard,’ Sam thought, as his heart pounded in his ears, mimicking the punch of thunder above. His fingers curled around the butt of his gun. Much as he had hoped that his mock-decease would deter the stranger from bothering or hurting him, the man simply jerked open Sam’s door. ‘Just a little more,’ Sam’s inner voice instructed his quarry, ‘so I can blow your fucking brains out. Nobody will even hear it here in the rain.’
“Sham,” the man said at the door, inadvertently denying Sam’s wish to narrow the distance between them. “Sh-sham.”
Either the madman had a speech impediment or he was mentally retarded, which could explain his erratic behavior. Briefly, a recent report on Channel 8 went through Sam’s mind. He recalled hearing about a patient that escaped from the criminally insane facility at Broadmoor and he wondered if this could be the man. However, on the back of that enquiry came the question of his familiarity with Sam’s name.
In the distance, Sam could hear police sirens. One of the local businesses had to have called the authorities when the car chase ensued through their quarter. He was relieved. This would seal the stalker’s fate, no doubt, and he would be rid of the threat once and for all. At first, Sam thought it was only a one-time misunderstanding, as those that often occur in pubs on Saturday nights usually were. However, the creepy man’s persistence made him more than just a coincidence in Sam’s life.
Louder and louder they came, but the man’s presence was still undeniable. To Sam’s surprised disgust, the man darted in under the car roof and seized the static journalist, gathering him up effortlessly. Suddenly, Sam dropped his charade, but he could not reach his gun in time, and he dropped that as well.
“What in God’s name are you doing, you daft bastard?” Sam shouted angrily as he tried to pry the man’s arms away. It was in such close quarters as these that he finally saw the maniac’s face in broad daylight. Under his fedora hid a face demons would recoil from, a similar horror to his disturbing elocution, but he appeared perfectly sane up close. Above all, the stranger’s terrible strength convinced Sam not to put up a fight this time.
He threw Sam into the passenger seat of his car. Naturally Sam tried the door on the other side to escape, but it was missing its entire lock and handle panel. By the time Sam turned back to try exiting by the driver’s seat, his kidnapper was already starting the engine.
“Hold tight,” is what Sam construed as the man’s command. His mouth was but a slit though the charred skin of his face. That was when Sam realized that his abductor was nor insane, neither had he crawled out of a black lagoon somewhere. He was mutilated, which practically robbed him of his ability to speak and forced him to wear a trench coat and fedora.
‘My God, he reminds me of Darkman,’ Sam thought as he watched the man expertly work blue torque machine. It had been years since Sam read graphic novels or the like, but he remembered the character vividly. As they left the scene, Sam lamented the loss of his vehicle, even if it was a piece of crap from the old days. Besides, before Purdue got hold of his cell phone, it was also an antique from Nokia BC and could do little else than send texts and make quick calls.
“Oh shit! Purdue!” he accidentally exclaimed, remembering that he was supposed to collect the footage and meet with the billionaire in the late afternoon. His kidnapper just looked at him in between evasive motions to get out of Edinburgh’s densely populated areas. “Listen, man, if you are going to kill me, do it. Otherwise, let me out. I have a very urgent meeting and I really don’t care what sort of infatuation you have with me.”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” the burned man scoffed, driving like a well-trained Hollywood stunt driver. His words were heavily slurred and his s’s mostly came out as a ‘sh’, but Sam found that a little time in his company could get his ear accustomed to the distinct diction.
The Taurus hopped over the raised pavement markers that lined the striped yellow paint of the road, where they exited the off-ramp onto the highway. Thus far, there were no police vehicles on their trail. They had not arrived yet, when the man took Sam away from the site, and did not know where to begin pursuing.
“Where are we going?” Sam asked, his initial panic slowly turning to frustration.
“A place to talk,” the man replied.
“My God, you look so familiar,” Sam muttered.
“How could you possibly tell?” the kidnapper asked sarcastically. It was clear that his handicap did not mar his attitude, and that made him one of those types — the type that did not give a damn about restrictions. An efficient ally. A deadly enemy.

9
Going Home with Purdue

“I want to put this on record as being a very bad idea,” Dr. Patel moaned, reluctantly signing out his tenacious patient. “At this point, I have no concrete excuse to keep you confined, David, but I am not sure you are quite fit to go home yet.”
“Noted,” Purdue smiled, leaning on his new walking stick. “For what it is worth, old boy, I will take care not to aggravate my cuts and stitches. Besides, I have arranged for home care twice a week until our next check-up appointment.”
“You did? That does make me feel a bit more relieved,” Dr. Patel admitted. “Which medical aid are you using?”
Purdue’s impish smile woke some concern in the surgeon. “I elicited the services of Nurse Hurst on a private fee over and above her hours worked here at the clinic, so it should not interfere with her work at all. Twice a week. One hour for assessment and treatment. What do you say?”
Dr. Patel was stunned to silence. “Damn, David, you really cannot allow any mystery to pass you by, can you?”
“Look, I feel awful about not having been there when her husband could have used my inspiration, even just on a platform of morale. The least I can do is try to make up somewhat for being absent back then.”
The surgeon sighed and laid a hand on Purdue’s shoulder, leaning in to softly remind him, “It will not salvage anything, you know. The man is dead and gone. Nothing good you try to do now will bring him back or satisfy his dreams.”
“I know, I know, it makes little sense, but for what it is worth, Haroon, let me do this. If anything, seeing Nurse Hurst will ease my conscience just a little. Please, grant me that,” Purdue implored. Dr. Patel could not argue that it was a feasible point, from a psychological perspective. He had to concede that every bit of mental soothing Purdue could spare could help him recover from his all too recent ordeal. There was no doubt that his injuries would heal on almost as well as it was before the attack, but Purdue needed to occupy his psyche at all costs.
“Not to worry, David,” Dr. Patel answered. “Believe it or not, but I understand entirely what you are trying to do. And I am with you, my friend. Do what you deem redemptive and remedial. It can only do you good.”
“Thank you,” Purdue smiled, genuinely content with his doctor’s consent. A brief moment of awkward silence passed between the conclusion of the conversation and the arrival of Nurse Hurst from the locker rooms.
“Sorry I took so long, Mr. Purdue,” she puffed hastily. “Had a bit of trouble with my stockings, if you must know.”
Dr. Patel pouted his lips and suppressed his amusement at her statement, but Purdue, being ever the smooth gentleman, immediately changed the subject to prevent her from further embarrassment. “Shall we go, then? I am expecting someone soon.”
“You are leaving together?” Dr. Patel asked quickly, looking taken aback.
“Yes, Doctor,” the nurse explained. “I offered to take Mr. Purdue home on my way home. I figured it would be an opportunity to find the best route to his estate. I have never been up that way, so now I can memorize the way.”
“Ah, I see,” Haroon Patel replied, although his face was riddled with suspicion. He was still of the opinion that David Purdue was after more than Lilith’s medical expertise, but alas it was none of his business.
Purdue arrived at Wrichtishousis later than he had expected. Lilith Hurst had insisted they stop first to fill the tank of her car, and that delayed them slightly, but they still made good time. Inside, Purdue felt like a child on the morning of his birthday. He could not wait to get home, expecting that Sam would be waiting for him with the prize he so coveted since they were lost in the hellish maze of the Lost City.
“Good God, Mr. Purdue, what a place you have here!” Lilith exclaimed. Her mouth was agape as she leaned forward on her steering wheel to regard the tall majesty of the gates to Wrichtishousis. “This is amazing! Jesus, I can’t imagine what your electric bill is.”
Purdue chuckled heartily at her blunt honesty. Her apparent modest lifestyle was a welcome change from the company of wealthy landowners, moguls and politicians he was accustomed to.
“It is rather steep,” he played along.
Lilith gawked at him. “Of course. As if someone like you would know what steep means. I bet nothing is ever too steep for your wallet.” At once, she realized what she was insinuating and she gasped, “Oh my God. Mr. Purdue, I do apologize! I am mortified. I tend to speak my mind…”
“That is alright, Lilith,” he laughed. “Please, do not apologize for it. I find it refreshing. I am used to people kissing my ass all day, so it is good to hear someone say what they think.”
She shook her head slowly, as they passed the security booth and drove up the minor incline toward the imposing antique structure Purdue called home. As the car neared the mansion, Purdue could practically spring from it to get to see Sam, and the footage that would come with him. He wished that the nurse could drive a little faster, but dared not make such a request.
“Your garden is beautiful,” she remarked. “Look at all the amazing stone structures. Was this a castle before?”
“Not a castle, my dear, but close. It is a historical site, so I am sure it once held off intruders and protected many people from harm. When we first inspected the property, we did find remnants of vast stables and servant’s quarters. There are even ruins of an old chapel in the far east of the property,” he described dreamily, feeling quite proud of his Edinburgh residence. Of course, he owned a number of homes across the world, but he considered the main house in his native Scotland the primary seat of the Purdue fortune.
As soon as the car came to a halt in front of the main doors, Purdue had his door open.
“Be careful, Mr. Purdue!” she cried. Worried, she switched off the engine and hastened to his side, just when Charles, his butler, opened the door.
“Welcome back, sir,” the rigid Charles said in his dry way. “We only expected you in two days.” He descended the steps to collect Purdue’s bags while the white haired billionaire rushed toward the steps as fast as he could. “Good day, madam,” Charles greeted the nurse, who in turn nodded in acknowledgment He had no idea who she was, but if she came with Purdue, he considered her important.
“Mr. Purdue, you cannot use that much pressure on your leg yet,” she whined in his tracks, trying to catch up to his wide strides. “Mr. Purdue…”
“Just help me up the steps, will you?” he asked politely, although she detected an air of profound urgency in his voice. “Charles?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Has Mr. Cleave arrived yet?” Purdue asked as he trod up, one step at a time, impatiently.
“No, sir,” Charles answered casually. The answer was unassuming, yet Purdue’s expression in reaction was one of utter horror. For a moment he stood still, holding onto the nurse’s arm, leering at his butler.
“No?” he huffed in panic.
Just then, Lillian and Jane, his housekeeper and personal assistant, respectively, appeared in the door.
“No, sir. He has not been all day. Were you expecting him?” Charles asked.
“Was I… w-was I expec… Jesus, Charles, would I ask if he was here if I was not expecting him?” Purdue ranted uncharacteristically. It was a shock to hear a virtual shriek from their usually composed employer, and the women exchanged befuddled glances with Charles, who remained mute.
“Did he call?” Purdue asked Jane.
“Good evening to you to, Mr. Purdue,” she replied sharply. Unlike Lillian and Charles, Jane was not above reprimanding her boss when he acted out of line or when anything was amiss. She was usually his moral compass and his right hand decision maker, when he needed an opinion. He saw her cross her arms across her chest, and he knew he was being a jerk.
“I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I am just expecting Sam urgently. Good to see all of you. Really.”
“We heard what happened to you down in New Zealand, sir. So happy you are still kicking and healing on,” purred Lillian, the maternal staff member with the sweet smile and naïve notions.
“Thanks Lily,” he gasped, out of breath from the effort of the ascent up to the door. “My goose was almost cooked, yes, but I prevailed.” They could see that Purdue was extremely upset, but he tried to remain cordial. “Everyone, this is Nurse Hurst from the Salisbury Clinic. She will be attending to my wounds twice a week.”
After a brief exchange of pleasantries, they all fell silent, stepping aside to let Purdue make his way into the lobby. He finally looked at Jane again. With a considerably less sneering tone, he asked again, “Has Sam called at all, Jane?”
“No,” she answered gently. “Would you like me to ring him while you settle down so long?”
He wanted to protest, but he knew that her assumption would be the way of things. Nurse Hurst would definitely insist on evaluating his condition before leaving and Lillian would insist on feeding him well before he could dismiss her for the evening. Weary, he nodded. “Please call him and see what the hold-up is, Jane.”
“Of course,” she smiled, and started up the first floor stairs to the office. She called back to him. “And please, get some rest. I am sure Sam will be by, even if I cannot get hold of him.”
“Yes, yes,” he gave her a friendly wave away and continued laboriously up the stairway. Lilith gawked around the magnificent residence as she assisted her patient. She had never seen such opulence in a domicile of someone who was not of royal status. Personally, she had never been in a house of such affluence. Having lived in Edinburgh for a few years now, she was familiar with the celebrity explorer who built an empire on his superior intelligence quotient. Purdue was a prominent citizen of Edinburgh, whose fame and infamy reached across the world.
Most of the world’s high profile personalities in finance, politics and science knew David Purdue. Many of them had come to detest his existence, though. That, she also knew well. Still, his genius could not be denied, not even by his enemies. As a former student of physics and theoretical chemistry, Lilith was fascinated with the diverse knowledge Purdue exhibited throughout the years. Now she played witness to the product of his inventions and relic hunting history.
The high lobby ceilings of Wrichtishousis reached over three stories before being consumed by the bearing walls of separate divisions and tiers, as did its floors. Marble and ancient limestone floors bore the leviathan house, and by the looks of the place, there were few ornaments younger than the 16th Century.
“You have a beautiful home, Mr. Purdue,” she gasped.
“Thanks,” he smiled. “You used to be a scientist by trade, right?”
“I was,” she replied, looking a little solemn.
“When you come back next week, I could perhaps take you on a short tour of my laboratories,” he offered.
Lilith looked less ecstatic than he thought. “I have been to the labs, actually. Three different branches, in fact, all run by your company, Scorpio Majorus,” she boasted to impress him. Purdue’s eye glinted with a mischievous sheen. He shook his head.
“No, my dear, I am referring to the test labs in the house,” he said, feeling the effects of the painkiller and his recent upset about Sam making him drowsy.
“Here?” she gulped, finally reacting in the way he hoped she would.
“Yes, ma’am. Right down there, under the lobby level. I will show you next time,” he bragged. It pleased him no end how flushed the young nurse was by his offer. Her smile made him feel good and, for a moment, he was convinced that he could perhaps make up for the sacrifice she had to make for her husband’s illness. That was his intent, but she had more in mind than a small measure of redemption from David Purdue.

10
Skullduggery in Oban

Nina had rented a car to drive back to Oban from Sam’s place. It was grand to be back home in her old house that overlooked the temperamental waters of the Bay of Oban. The only part she hated about coming home after a visit away was the house cleaning. Her home was not small by any means, and she was its only occupant.
Before, she used to hire cleaners to come once a week and help her with the upkeep of the historical heritage site she had purchased years ago. Eventually she grew tired of losing antiques to cleaners who needed some extra quid from any gullible antique collector. Other than sticky fingers, Nina lost more than enough of her beloved belongings to careless housekeepers, breaking precious relics she obtained by risking her life on Purdue’s expeditions, mostly. Being a historian was not a vocation to Dr. Nina Gould, but a very specific obsession that she felt closer to than the modern comforts of her era. It was her life. The past was her treasure trove of knowledge, her bottomless well of fascinating accounts and beautiful artifacts, fashioned by the quills and clay of braver, stronger civilizations.
Sam had not called yet, but she had come to know him as scatter brained and always occupied with some or other new trail. Like a bloodhound, he only needed a whiff of an adventure or chance of scrutiny to get him focused on something. She wondered what he thought of the news report she left for him to watch, but she was not that zealous for a review.
The day was moody, so there was no reason to stroll along the water or call in to the coffee shop for some sinful partaking of strawberry cheesecake — fridge, not baked. Even the tangy wonder of cheesecake could not get Nina to go out into the grey, drizzling day, which was a testament to the discomfort outside. Through one of her bay windows, Nina saw the harrowing journeys of those who did venture out today, and thanked herself again.
“Ooh, and what are you up to?” she whispered, pressing her face into the fold of the lace curtain, peeking out in a not so discreet way. Below her house, down the steep decline of her lawn, Nina noticed old Mr. Hemming from down the road inching his way up the road in the terrible weather, calling for his dog.
Mr. Hemming was one of the oldest residents on Dunuaran Road, a widower who had an illustrious past. She knew this, because after a few whiskeys nothing would stop him from telling stories from his youth. Whether at a party or a pub, the old master engineer never failed to ramble on until the daylight hours, for anyone sober enough to remember. As he started to cross the road, Nina noticed that a black car was speeding from a few houses off. With her window set so high above the street below, she was the only one who could see it coming.
“Oh, Jesus,” she gasped, and rapidly darted toward the door. Barefoot, with only a pair of jeans and a bra on, Nina dashed down the steps onto her cracked walkway. As she ran, she cried out his name, but the rain and thunder prevented him from hearing her warning.
“Mister Hemming! Look out for the car!” Nina shrieked, her feet hardly feeling the frigid sensation of the wet puddles and grass she traversed. The ice cold wind bit at her bare skin. Her head swung to the right to measure the distance of the fast approaching car that splashed along the brimming gutter. “Mister Hemming!”
By the time Nina reached the gate in her fence, Mr. Hemming was trudging along halfway across the road, calling his dog. As it is with haste, her wet fingers slid and fumbled at the catch of the lock, unable to lift the pin fast enough. As she tried the lock, she still called out his name. With no other pedestrians crazy enough to come out in this weather, she was his only hope, his sole harbinger.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” she shouted in frustration, just as the pin came free. It was her cussing, in fact, that finally drew Mr. Hemming’s attention. He frowned and slowly turned to see where the swearing was coming from, but he was turning anti-clockwise, preventing him from seeing the oncoming car. When he saw the beautiful historian, scantily dressed, the old man felt a strange twinge of nostalgia to his old days.
“Hey there, Dr. Gould,” he greeted. A little smirk crawled onto his face when he saw her in her bra, thinking her either drunk or crazy, what with the chilly weather and all.
“Mr. Hemming!” she still screamed as she ran toward him. His smile vanished as he began to doubt the mad woman’s intentions toward him. But he was too old to run from her, so he waited for the impact and hoped she would not hurt him. A deafening rush of water ensued from his left, and finally he turned his head to see the monstrous black Mercedes glide at him. On both its sides, white foamy wings sprang up from the road as the tires cut through the water.
“Holy Ch…!” he gasped, his eyes widening in terror, but Nina had him by the upper arm. She tugged him so hard that he stumbled onto the pavement, but the velocity of her action saved him from the fender of the Mercedes. Overcome by the wave of water scooped up by the car, Nina and old Mr. Hemming cowered in behind a parked car until the jerk in the Merc had passed.
Nina jumped up immediately.
“You are going down for this, you prick! I will track you down and kick your ass, you wanker!” she hailed her insults at the idiot in the posh car. Her dark hair hugged her face and neck, curling over the mounds of her bosom as she growled in the street. The Mercedes turned at the bend of the road and gradually disappeared behind the stone bridge. Nina was furious and cold. She reached out her hand to the flabbergasted senior citizen, shivering from the cold.
“Come, Mr. Hemming, let’s get you inside before you catch your death,” Nina suggested firmly. His crooked fingers latched over hers and she gently pulled the frail man to his feet.
“My dog, Betsie,” he stammered, still in shock from the fright of the close call, “she ran off when the thunder started.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. Hemming, we will find her for you, alright? Just get out of the rain. Oh my God, I am so tracking down that asshole,” she assured him, catching her breath in short gasps.
“You can do nothing to them, Dr. Gould,” he mumbled as she started leading him across the street. “They will sooner kill you than waste a minute on defending their actions, the scum.”
“Who?” she asked.
He motioned with his head toward the bridge where the car had vanished. “Them! The discarded afterbirth of what was once a good municipality, when Oban was run by a righteous council of dignified men.”
She frowned, looking bewildered. “Wh-what? You mean you know who that car belongs to?”
“Course!” he replied as she opened the garden gate for him. “Those bloody vultures in the town hall. McFadden! That swine! He is going to end this town but the young people don’t care about who is in charge anymore, as long as they can carry on whoring and partying. They are the ones who should have voted. Voted him away, they should have, but no. Money won the day. I voted against that skunk. I did. And he knows it. He knows everyone who voted against him.”
Nina recalled seeing McFadden on the news a while back, where he was attending a very important secret meeting, the nature of which, the news channels could not disclose. Most people in Oban loved Mr. Hemming, but most thought his political views was too old fashioned, that he was one of those veteran nay-sayers who refused to allow progress.
“How can he know who voted against him? And what could he do?” she defied the villain, but Mr. Hemming was adamant that she be careful. She patiently led him up the sharp incline of her walkway, aware that his heart could not handle a strenuous march uphill.
“Listen, Nina, he knows. I don’t know about technology these days, but word is that he is using devices to do surveillance on citizens and that he had hidden cameras installed above voting booths,” the old man jabbered on, as he always did. Only, this time, his babbling was not a tall tale or a fond memory of bygone days, no; it came in the form of serious accusations.
“How can he afford all those things, Mr. Hemming?” she asked. “You know that would cost a fortune.”
Big eyes leered at Nina from under the dripping, unkempt eyebrows. “Oh, he has friends, Dr. Gould. He has friends with lots of money who back his campaigns and pay for all his trips and meetings.”
She sat him down in front of her warm hearth, where the fire was licking at the mouth of the chimney. From her sofa, she grabbed a cashmere throw and wrapped it around him, rubbing his arms over the throw to warm him. He stared up at her in brute sincerity. “Why do you think they tried to run me over? I was the principal rival of their proposals during the rally. Me and Anton Leving, remember? We stood against McFadden’s campaign.”
Nina nodded. “Aye, I do remember. I was in Spain at the time, but I followed the whole thing on social media. You are correct. Everyone was convinced that Leving would win another stint in the town council chambers, but we were all devastated when McFadden won out of the blue. Is Leving going to object or propose another vote in the council?”
The old man scoffed bitterly, staring into the fire as his mouth cracked in a morose smile.
“He is dead.”
“Who? Leving?” she inquired in disbelief.
“Aye, Leving is dead. Last week he,” Mr. Hemming looked at her with a sarcastic expression, “had an accident, they said.”
“What?” she scowled. Nina was completely taken aback by the sinister goings on in her own town. “What happened?”
“Apparently, he fell down the stairs of his Victorian while intoxicated,” the old man reported, but his face played another card. “You know, I knew Leving for thirty-two years and he never had more than a tot of sherry in a blue moon. How could he intoxicated? How did he get so drunk that he could not walk the bloody stairs he walked for twenty-five years in the same house, Dr. Gould?” He laughed, reminiscing about his own near tragic experience. “And looks like, today was my turn at the gallows.”
“That’ll be the day,” she sneered, mulling around the information while she pulled on her robe and tied it.
“Now, you are involved, Dr. Gould,” he cautioned. “You spoiled their chance at killing me. You are in the middle of the shit storm now.”
“Good,” Nina said with a steely look. “That is where I am at my best.”

11
The Marrow of the Matter

Sam’s captor took the off-ramp east onward the A68, heading toward the unknown.
“Where are you taking me?” Sam asked, keeping his voice even and amicable.
“Vogrie,” the man answered.
“Vogrie Country Park?” Sam responded without a second thought.
“Aye, Sam,” the man replied.
Sam gave the swift answer some thought, assessing the level of threat connected to the venue. It was quite the pleasant place, actually, not the kind of area where he would necessarily get gutted or hanged from a tree. In fact, the park was frequented continually, being laid out by woodlands where people came to play golf, hike or entertain their children at the resident play area. He instantly felt better. One thing prompted him to ask again. “By the way, what is your name, mate? You look very familiar, but I doubt I actually know you.”
“My name is George Masters, Sam. You know me from ugly black and white photographs courtesy of our mutual friend, Aidan, at the Edinburgh Post,” he elucidated.
“When referring to Aidan as a friend, are you sarcastic or is he genuinely your friend?” Sam pried.
“No, we are friends in the old fashioned sense,” George answered, his eyes sternly on the road. “I am taking you to Vogrie so that we can talk and then I will let you go.” He slowly turned his head to bless Sam with his countenance and added, “I did not intend to chase you, but you have a tendency to react with extreme prejudice before you even know what is going on. How you compose yourself during sting operations are above my comprehension.”
“I was drunk when you cornered me in the men’s room, George,” Sam tried to explain, but it had no corrective effect. “What was I supposed to think?”
George Masters chuckled. “I suppose you did not expect to see someone as pretty as I am in that bar. I could have done things better… or you could spend more time sober.”
“Hey, it was my fucking birthday,” Sam defended. “I was entitled to get pissed.”
“Maybe so, but that is irrelevant now,” George retorted. “You ran then and you ran again, without even giving me a chance to explain what I want with you.”
“I suppose you are right,” Sam sighed, as they turned off into the route leading to Vogrie’s beautiful environment. The Victorian house from which the name of the park came, appeared through the trees as the car slowed considerably.
“The river will obscure our discussion,” George mentioned, “just in case they are following or listening.”
“They?” Sam frowned, fascinated by the paranoia of his kidnapper, the same man who criticized Sam’s own paranoid reactions not a moment ago. “You mean, anyone who did not see the carnival of high speed fuckwittery we engaged in through the neighborhood?”
“You know who they are, Sam. They have been disturbingly patient, watching you and the pretty historian… watching David Purdue…,” he said as they walked to the bank of the River Tyne that ran through the estate.
“Wait, you know Nina and Purdue?” Sam gasped. “What do they have to do with why you are after me?”
George sighed. It was time to get to the marrow of the matter. He stopped without saying another word, combed the horizon with eyes hidden under mutilated brows. The water gave Sam a sense of peace, eve under the drizzle of the gray clouds. His hair whipped about his face as he waited for George to clarify his purpose.
“I will keep it short, Sam,” George said. “I cannot explain now, how I know all this, but just trust me that I do.” Noting that the journalist was just staring at him without expression, he continued. “Do you still have the footage of the Dire Serpent, Sam? The footage that you recorded while you were all in the Lost City, do you have it on you?”
Sam thought quickly. He elected to keep his answers blurred until he was certain of George Masters’ intent. “No, I left the footage with Dr. Gould, but she is abroad.”
“Really?” George replied nonchalantly. “You should read the papers, Mr. Renowned Journalist. Yesterday she saved the life of a prominent member of her hometown, so either you are lying to me or she is capable of bilocation.”
“Listen, just tell me what you have to tell me, for fuck’s sake. Your shitty approach had me writing off my car and I still have that shit to deal with when you are done playing games in the play park,” Sam barked.
“Do you have the footage of the Dire Serpent on you?” George reiterated with his own brand of intimidation. Each word was like a hammer on anvil blow to Sam’s ears. He had no way out of the conversation, and no way out of the park without George.
“The… Dire Serpent?” Sam persisted. He knew little about the things Purdue asked him to film in the gut of the mountain in New Zealand, and he preferred it that way. His curiosity was usually restrained to that which interested him, and physics and numbers was not his thing.
“Jesus Christ!” George raged in his slow, slurry speech. “The Dire Serpent, a pictogram made up of a succession of variables and symbols, Cleave! Also known as an equation! Where is that footage?”
Sam threw up his hands in surrender. People under umbrellas noticed the raised voices of the two men, peering out from their shelters, and hikers turned to see what the commotion was about. “Alright, God! Relax,” Sam whispered hard. “I do not have the footage on me, George. Not here and now. Why?”
“David Purdue must never get his hands on those pictures, do you understand?” George warned in a raspy quiver. “Never! I don’t care what you have to tell him, Sam. Just delete it. Corrupt the files, whatever.”
“That is all he cares about, chum,” Sam informed him. “I would go as far as saying that he is obsessed with it.”
“I am aware of that, pal,” George hissed back at Sam. “That is precisely the goddamn problem. He is being used by a puppet master much, much bigger than him.”
“They?” Sam asked sarcastically, referring to George’s paranoid theory.
The man with the molten skin had had it with Sam Cleave’s juvenile display and he lunged out, grasping Sam by the collar and shaking him with terrifying power. For a moment, Sam felt like a small child being flung around by a St. Bernard, forcing him to remember that George’s physical strength was almost inhuman.
“Now you listen and you listen well, mate,” he hissed in Sam’s face, his breath smelling like tobacco and mint. “If David Purdue gets hold of that equation, the Order of the Black Sun will triumph!”
Sam tried in vain to pry the burned man’s hands apart, only pissing him off eve more. George shook him again, and then let him go so abruptly that he staggered backwards. As Sam struggled to find his footing, George stepped closer. “Do you even realize what you are causing? Purdue must not work on the Dire Serpent. He is the genius they have been waiting for to solve that fucking math problem since their previous golden boy designed it. Unfortunately, said golden boy grew a conscience and destroyed his paper, but not before a chambermaid copied it down while cleaning his room. Needless to tell you that she was an operative, working for the Gestapo.”
“Who was their golden boy, then?” Sam asked.
Astonished, George looked at Sam. “You don’t know? Ever heard of a bloke called Einstein, my friend? Einstein, the ‘Theory of Relativity’-guy, worked on something a little more destructive than the atom bomb, but with similar traits. Look, I am a scientist, but I am no genius. Nobody could complete that equation, thank God, and that is why the late Dr. Kenneth Wilhelm jotted it down inside the Lost City. Nobody was supposed to survive that fucking snake pit.”
Sam recalled Dr. Wilhelm, who owned the farm in New Zealand where the Lost City was located. He was a Nazi scientist, unbeknownst to most, having gone by the name of Williams for many years.
“Alright, alright. Suppose I bought all this,” Sam implored with his hands raised again. “What are the repercussions of this equation? I will need a really concrete excuse to deliver to Purdue, who, by the way, must be planning my demise about now. Your mad pursuit cost me a meeting with him. Christ, he must be livid.”
George shrugged. “You shouldn’t have run.”
Sam knew he was right. Had Sam simply confronted George at his front door and asked, it would have saved him a lot of trouble. Above all, he would still have had a car. Then again, grieving over shit that already transpired was of no benefit to Sam.
“I am not clear on the fine details, Sam, but between me and Aidan Glaston, the general consensus is that this equation will facilitate a monumental shift in the current paradigm of physics,” George conceded. “From what Aidan managed to find out from his sources, this calculation will cause havoc on a global scale. It will enable an object to punch through a veil between dimensions, causing our own physics to clash with what is on the other side. The Nazi’s were experimenting with it, similar to the Unified Field Theory claims that could not be proven.”
“And how would the Black Sun benefit from this, Masters?” Sam asked, putting to use his journalistic talent for sifting through bullshit. “They live in the same time and space as the rest of the world. It is ludicrous to think they would experiment with shit that would destroy them with everything else.”
“Maybe so, but have you tapped in on even half the weird, twisted shit they actually enforced during the Second World War?” George retorted. “Most of what they tried to do had absolutely no use in general, yet they still carried out atrocious experiments just to cross that barrier, believing it would advance their knowledge of the working of other sciences — those sciences we cannot grasp yet. Who is to say that this is not another preposterous attempt at perpetuating their insanity and control?”
“I get what you say, George, but I sincerely do not think even they are this insane. If anything, there has to be some tangible reason for them to wish to achieve this, but what could it be?” Sam argued. He wanted to believe George Masters, but his theories had too many holes. On the other hand, by the man’s desperation, his story was worth checking out, at least.
“Listen, Sam, whether you believe me or not, just do me a favor, and look into it before you allow David Purdue to get his hands on this equation,” George begged.
Sam nodded in agreement. “He is a good man. If these claims have any gravity, he would destroy it himself, trust me.”
“I know he is a philanthropist. I know how he fucked the Black Sun six ways to Sunday when he realized what they were planning for the world, Sam,” the slurring scientist explained impatiently. “But what I cannot seem to get through to you, is that Purdue is unaware of his role in the destruction. He is blissfully oblivious to the fact that they are using his genius and his innate curiosity to steer him right into the abyss. It is not about whether he agrees or not. He is better off having no idea where the equation is, otherwise they will kill him… and you and the lady from Oban.”
Finally, Sam caught the hint. He decided to stall a bit before giving the footage to Purdue, if only to give George Masters the benefit of the doubt. It would be difficult to get clarity on the suspicion without leaking vital information to random sources. Apart from Purdue, there were few people who could advise him on the danger held within this calculation, and even those who could… he would never know if they could be trusted.
“Take me home, please,” Sam requested of his abductor. “I will look into it before I do anything, alright?”
“I am trusting you, Sam,” George said. It sounded more like an ultimatum than an oath of confidence. “If you do not destroy that footage, you will regret it for the short stretch of what would be left of your life.”

12
Olga

At the end of his wit, Kasper Jacobs ran his fingers through his sandy hair, leaving it standing erect on his head like an Eighties pop star. His eyes were bloodshot from reading all night, the opposite of what he had hoped for the night — to relax and sleep in. Instead, the news of the Dire Serpent’s discovery had him frantic. Desperately, he was hoping that Zelda Bessler or her lapdogs would still be oblivious to the news.
Someone outside made an awful noise, a din he tried to ignore at first, but with his concerns for the sinister world looming and his lack of sleep, he could not bear much today. It sounded like a breaking plate and some subsequent crash out in front of his door, followed by the whine of his car alarm.
“Oh, for God’s sake, what now?” he shouted aloud. He rushed at the front door, ready to take out his frustration on whomever disturbed him. Jarring the door aside, Kasper bellowed, “What in God’s name is going on here?” What he saw at the bottom of the stairs leading down to his driveway, disarmed him instantly. The most ravishing blond woman was crouched next to his car, looking mortified. On the paving in front of her was a mess of cake and globs of icing, previously belonging to a large wedding cake.
When she looked up pleadingly, her pristine green eyes stunned Kasper. “Please, sir, please do not be angry! I can wipe all of it right off. Look, the smear on your car is just icing.”
“No, no,” he protested, holding his hands out apologetically, “please don’t fret about my car. Here, let me help you.” Two yelps and the push of a remote button on his key set rendered the howling alarm mute. Kasper hastened to assist the sobbing beauty in picking up the ruined cake. “Don’t cry, please. Hey, I tell you what. As soon as we have cleaned this up, I will take you to the local home bakery and replace the cake. On me.”
“Thanks, but you cannot do that,” she sniffed, gathering up handfuls of mushy batter and marzipan ornaments. “I made this cake myself, you see. Took me two days, and that was after I handmade all the decorations. You see, it was a wedding cake. There is nowhere we can just get a wedding cake at any shop.”
Her bloodshot eyes, drowning in tears, broke Kasper’s heart. With reluctance, he placed his hand on her forearm and rubbed it softly to convey his sympathy. Completely taken with her, he felt the sting in his chest, that familiar sting of disappointment that hit when confronted with sore reality. Kasper ached inside. He did not want to hear the answer, but he was desperate to ask the question. “Is… I-is the cake f-for your… wedding?” he heard his lips betray him.
‘Please say no! Please be a bridesmaid or something. For the love of God, please do not be the bride!’ his heart seemed to scream. He had never been in love before, apart from technology and science, that was. The delicate blond woman looked up at him through her tears. A small choking sound came from her as a crooked smile forced its way onto her beautiful face.
“Oh God, no,” she shook her head, sniffling along with her silly giggle. “Do I look that dumb to you?”
‘Thank you, Jesus!’ the elated physicist heard his inner voice rejoice. He suddenly gave her a wide smile, feeling utterly relieved that she was not only single, but that she had a sense of humor as well. “Ha! I cannot agree more! Bachelor over here!” he babbled awkwardly. Realizing how stupid he sounded, Kasper thought of something safer to say. “My name is Kasper, by the way,” he said, extending a messy hand. “Doctor Kasper Jacobs.” He made sure that she took note of his title.
With enthusiasm, the pretty woman grasped his hand with her own sticky icing fingers and laughed, “You sounded like James Bond just then. My name is Olga Mitra, um… baker.”
“Olga, the baker,” he chuckled. “I like that.”
“Listen,” she said in seriousness, wiping her cheek with her sleeve, “I have to have this cake delivered to this wedding party in less than an hour. Do you have any ideas?”
Kasper gave it some thought. Far was it from him to leave a damsel of this degree of splendor in peril. This was his one chance to make a lasting impression, and a good one, at that. At once, he snapped his fingers and an idea sprung into his mind, sending clumps of cake flying. “I might have an idea, Miss Mitra. Wait here.”
With new found zest, the usually down Kasper leapt up the stairs to his landlord’s house and implored Karen to help. After all, she was always baking, always leaving sweetbreads and bagels in his loft. To his delight, the landlord’s mother agreed to help Kasper’s new lady friend to salvage her reputation. They had another wedding cake ready in record time after Karen made a few calls of her own.
* * *
After a race for time to get the new wedding cake done, which, fortunately for Olga and Karen, was modest to begin with, they had a quick sherry to toast their success.
“Not only have I found a lovely partner in crime in the kitchen,” the graceful Karen cheered as she raised her glass, “but I have made a new friend too! Here is to cooperation and new friends!”
“I second that,” Kasper smiled slyly as he clinked glasses with the two chuffed ladies. He could not take his eyes off Olga. Now that she was relaxed and happy again, she sparkled like champagne.
“Thank you a million times over, Karen,” Olga beamed. “What would I have done if you did not save me?”
“Well, I believe it was your knight over there who made it all happen, dear,” the sixty-five year old redheaded Karen said, motioning toward Kasper with her glass.
“That is true,” Olga agreed. She turned to Kasper and looked deep in his eyes. “Not only did he forgive me my clumsiness and mess on his car, but he saved my ass too… and they say chivalry is dead.”
Kasper’s heart jumped. Behind his smile and cool exterior, he was flushing like a schoolboy in a girl’s locker room. “Someone has to save the princess from stepping in mud. May as well be me,” he winked, surprised by his own charm. Kasper was not unattractive by any means, but his passion for his career made of him a less than outgoing person. In fact, he could not believe his luck in finding Olga. Not only did he seem to win her attention, but she practically showed up on his doorstep. Personal delivery, courtesy of Fate, he reckoned.
“Will you come with me to deliver the cake?” she asked Kasper. “Karen, I will be back in a whiz to come and help you clean up.”
“Nonsense,” Karen shrieked playfully. “You two go on and get the cake delivered. Just bring me back a half-jack of brandy, you know, for my trouble,” she winked.
Ecstatic, Olga kissed Karen on the cheek. Karen and Kasper exchanged victorious looks at the sudden arrival of the walking sun ray in their lives. As if Karen could hear her tenant’s thoughts, she asked, “Where did you come from, dear? Is your car parked nearby?”
Kasper gawked at her. He wanted to remain ignorant of the matter that had crossed his mind as well, but now the outspoken Karen voiced it. Olga lolled her head and answered them without reservation. “Oh, yes, my car is parked in the street. I was trying to get the cake from my apartment to my car when the uneven driveway made me lose my footing.”
“Your apartment?” Kasper asked. “Here?”
“Yes, next door, through the hedge. I am your neighbor, silly,” she laughed. “Did you not hear the racket when I moved in on Wednesday? The movers made such a noise, I thought I was going to get a stern talking-to, but nobody showed up, luckily.”
Kasper looked at Karen with an astonished, but satisfied smirk. “You hear that, Karen? She is our new neighbor.”
“I hear that, Romeo,” Karen teased. “Now get going. I am running out of libation.”
“Oh shit, yes,” Olga exclaimed.
Carefully, he helped her lift the base of the cake, a sturdy coin shaped wooden panel covered in pressed foil for show. The cake was not too elaborate, so it was easy to balance between the two of them. Like Kasper, Olga was tall. With her high cheekbones, fair skin and hair, her slender frame to boot, she was a typical Eastern European stereotype in beauty and stature. They carried the cake down to her Lexus and managed to get it in the backseat.
“You drive,” she said, tossing him her keys. “I will sit in the back with the cake.”
As they drove, Kasper had a thousand questions to ask the stunning woman, but he elected to play it cool. He took directions from her.
“I must say, this just proves that I can drive any car without struggling,” he bragged as they arrived at the back of the reception hall.
“Or my car is just user-friendly. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to drive it, you know,” she jested. In a moment of despair, Kasper recalled the Dire Serpent discovery and that he still had to make sure David Purdue did not study it. It must have shown on his face while he was helping Olga carry the cake into the kitchen of the hall.
“Kasper?” she pressed. “Kasper, is something wrong?”
“No, of course not,” he smiled. “Just thinking about work stuff.”
He could hardly tell her that her arrival and her gorgeous looks wiped all priorities from his mind, but the truth was that it did. Only now did he remember the urgency with which he was trying to contact Purdue without letting on that he was doing so. After all, he was a member of the Order, and if they found out that he was in conspiring with David Purdue, they would surely end him.
It was a nasty coincidence that the very field of physics Kasper was head of, would be the subject of the Dire Serpent. He feared what it could bring if applied correctly, but Dr. Wilhelm’s clever interment of the equation had Kasper’s mind at ease… until now.

13
Purdue’s Pawn

Purdue was furious. The normally even-tempered genius had been behaving like a maniac since Sam missed his appointment. Since he was unable to locate Sam by e-mail, phone or satellite trace on his car, Purdue was caught between feeling betrayed and terrified. He had entrusted the investigative journalist with the most important information ever hidden by the Nazi’s, and here he found himself hanging on by a thin thread of sanity.
“If Sam is lost, or sick, I do not care!” he snapped at Jane. “All I want is the goddamn footage of the Lost City wall, for Christ’s sake! I want you to drive to his apartment again today, Jane, and I want you to break in if you have to.”
Jane and Charles, the butler, looked at one another with great concern. She would never resort to any criminal acts for any reason and Purdue knew it, yet he sincerely expected this of her. Charles stood in rigid silence next to Purdue’s dining room table, as always, but his eyes displayed how troubled he was at the new developments.
In the doorway of the massive kitchen at Wrichtishousis, Lillian, the housekeeper, stood listening. Drying the cutlery of the wasted breakfast she prepared, her usual cheerful demeanor was dampened past the low point and settled way down at the morose level.
“What is happening to our keep?” she mumbled, shaking her head. “What has the lord of the manor so upset that he has turned into such a beast?”
She lamented the days when Purdue was his old self — calm and collected, suave and even whimsical at times. Now there was no music playing from his lab anymore and no footie on the telly while he shouted at the referee. Mr. Cleave and Dr. Gould were absent and poor Jane and Charles had to put up with the boss and his new obsession, a sinister equation they unearthed on their last expedition.
Even the light seemed to have stayed away from the tall windows of the mansion. Her eyes trailed the high ceilings and extravagant ornaments, relics and majestic paintings. None of it was beautiful anymore. Lillian felt as if the very colors had absconded from the interior of the silent mansion. “Like a sarcophagus,” she sighed as she turned. In her way stood a figure, strong and imposing, and Lillian walked right into it. A high yelp escaped Lillian in fright.
“My goodness, Lily, it is only me,” the nurse laughed, consoling the ashen housekeeper with a hug. “What has you jumpy, then?”
Lillian was relieved at the nurse’s appearance. She used the dishcloth to fan her face, trying to recover from the start she got. “Thank God you are here, Lilith,” she wheezed. “Mr. Purdue is going mad, I swear it. Could you maybe sedate him for a few hours? The staff are exhausted with his insane demands.”
“Still have not located Mr. Cleave, I suppose?” Nurse Hurst guessed, looking hopeless.
“No, and Jane has reason to believe something happened to Mr. Cleave, but she has not the heart to tell Mr. Purdue… yet. Not until he is a bit less, you know,” Lillian gestured with a scowl to convey Purdue’s fury.
“Why does Jane think something happened to Sam?” the nurse asked the weary kitchen lady.
Lillian leaned in to whisper, “Apparently they found his car crashed through a fence in the old Stanton Road schoolyard, completely written off.”
“What?” Nurse Hurst gasped softly. “My God, I hope he is okay?”
“We know nothing. All Jane could find out was that Mr. Cleave’s car was found by police after a few residents and business owners called to report a high speed chase,” the housekeeper informed her.
“Oh my God, no wonder David is so disturbed,” she frowned. “You should tell him immediately.”
“With respect, Miss Hurst, is he not mad enough yet? That news will push him over the edge. He has not been eating, as you can see,” Lillian pointed at the discarded breakfast, “and he does not sleep at all, except for when you dose him.”
“I think he should be told. For now, he probably thinks that Mr. Cleave has betrayed him, or is simply ignoring him for no reason. If he knows that someone was pursuing his friend, he might feel less vindictive. Did you ever think of that?” Nurse Hurst suggested. “I shall have a word with him.”
Lillian nodded. Perhaps the nurse was right. “Well, you would be the best person to tell him. After all, he has taken you on a tour of his laboratories and shared some science talk with you. He trusts you.”
“You are right, Lily,” the nurse admitted. “Let me talk to him while I check his progress. I will ease him into it.”
“Thank you, Lilith. You are a godsend. This place has turned into a prison for all of us since the boss has come back,” Lillian bemoaned the situation.
“No worries, love,” Nurse Hurst replied with a reassuring wink. “We will get him back in top form.”
“Good morning, Mr. Purdue,” the nurse smiled as she entered the dining room.
“Morning, Lilith,” he greeted wearily.
“This is unusual. You have not eaten?” she said. “You have to eat for me to administer your treatment.
“I had a slice of toast, for God’s sake,” Purdue reported impatiently. “As far as I know, that will suffice.”
She could not argue with that. Nurse Hurst could feel the tension in the room. Jane waited anxiously for Purdue’s signature on a document, but he refused to sign before she drove to Sam’s home to investigate.
“Can that wait?” the nurse calmly asked Jane. Jane’s eyes darted to Purdue, but he was pushing out his chair and stumbling to his feet with some support from Charles. She nodded at the nurse and collected the documents, immediately catching Nurse Hurst’s hint.
“Go get my footage from Sam, Jane!” Purdue cried after her as she left the vast room and trotted up to her office. “Did she hear me?”
“She heard you,” Nurse Hurst affirmed. “I am sure she will be leaving soon.”
“Thank you, Charles, I can handle it,” Purdue snapped at his butler, shooing him off.
“Yes, sir,” Charles replied and dismissed himself. The butler’s normally stone expression was riddled with frustration and a hint of sadness, but he had delegating to do to the grounds men and the cleaners.
“You are being a pest, Mr. Purdue,” Nurse Hurst whispered as she led Purdue to the drawing room, where she usually assessed his progress.
“David, my dear, David or Dave,” he corrected her.
“Alright, stop being so nasty to your staff,” she instructed, keeping her voice even as to not arouse hostility in him. “It is not their fault.”
“Sam has still not been. Do you know that?” Purdue hissed as she pulled up his sleeve.
“I heard,” she replied. “If I may ask, what is the big deal about this footage? It is not as if you are making a documentary on a deadline or anything.”
Purdue saw in Nurse Hurst, a rare ally, someone who understood his fascination for science. He did not mind confiding in her. With Nina absent, and Jane a subordinate, his nurse was the only woman he felt close to these days.
“Research says that it is reputed to have been one of Einstein’s theories, but the thought of it possibly working in practice was so terrifying that he destroyed it. Only thing is, it was copied before it was destroyed, you see,” Purdue related, his light blue eyes darkening with fixation. This was not the hue of David Purdue’s eyes. Something was clouding over, something beyond the boundaries of his personality. But Nurse Hurst did not know Purdue’s personality as well as the others, therefore she could not see how terribly amiss things were with her patient. “
“And Sam has this equation?” she asked.
“He does. And I need to start working on it,” Purdue explained. He almost sounded sane now. “I have to know what it is, what it does. I have to know why the Order of the Black Sun hoarded it for so long, why Dr. Ken Williams felt the need to bury it where nobody would get it. Or,” he whispered, “…why they waited.”
“The Order of the what?” she frowned.
Suddenly it dawned on Purdue that he was not speaking to Nina or Sam, or Jane, or anyone familiar with his covert life. “Um, just some organization I have had run-ins with before. No big deal.”
“You know, this stress is not helping with your healing, David,” she advised. “How can I help you get that equation? If you had it, you could stay occupied, instead of terrorizing your staff and me, with all these tantrums. Your blood pressure is elevated and your temper is exacerbating your health and I simply cannot allow that.”
“I know it does, but until I have Sam’s footage, I cannot rest,” Purdue shrugged.
“Dr. Patel expects me to keep up his standards outside of the facility, you understand? If I keep bringing him vitals that teeter on trouble, he is going to fire me, because it looks like I am not doing my job,” she whined deliberately to invoke his pity.
Purdue had not known Lilith Hurst for long, but aside from his inherent guilt for what happened to her husband, he had a science-centered kindred in her. He also felt that she could very well be his only collaborator in his quest to obtain Sam’s footage, largely because she had no inhibitions about it. Her ignorance was his bliss, indeed. What she did not know would enable her to help him for the sole purpose of helping him without any criticism or opinion — just how Purdue liked it.
He played down his frantic drive for the information in order to come across as docile and reasonable. “If you could just perhaps find Sam and ask him for the footage, it would be a huge help.”
“Alright, let me see what I can do,” she consoled him, “but you have to promise me that you will give me a few days. Let’s agree that I should have it next week, when we have our next appointment. How’s that?”
Purdue nodded. “That sounds reasonable.”
“Good, now, no more talk of maths and missing footage. You have to rest for a change. Lily told me that you hardly ever sleep and quite frankly, your vitals are screaming it to be true, David,” she commanded in a wonderfully cordial way that affirmed her talent for diplomacy.
“What is that?” he asked when she loaded the hypodermic with a small vial of watery solution.
“Just some IV Valium to help you sleep a few more hours,” she reported, measuring the amount by the eye. Through the tube of the injection, the light played with the substance inside, giving it a holy glow she found engaging. If only Lillian could see it, she thought, to rest assured that there was still some beautiful light left in Wrichtishousis. The darkness in Purdue’s eyes faded into a peaceful slumber as the drug took effect.
He winced as the hellish sensation of burning acid in his veins tormented him, but it lasted mere seconds before it reached his heart. Content that Nurse Hurst had agreed to get him the formula on Sam’s footage, Purdue allowed the velvet darkness to consume him. Far away, voices echoed before he was completely under. Lillian brought a blanket and pillow, covering him with the fleece blanket. “Just cover him here,” Nurse Hurst advised. “Let him sleep here on the sofa for now. Poor thing. He is knackered.”
“Aye,” Lillian agreed, as she helped Nurse Hurst cover the lord of the manor, as Lillian called him. “And thanks to you, all of us will be able to get a breather too.”
“You are very welcome,” Nurse Hurst chuckled. Her face sank into mild melancholy. “I know what it is like to deal with a difficult man in the house. They might think they are in charge, but when they are ill, or injured, they can be right pains in the ass.”
“Amen,” Lillian replied.
“Lillian,” Charles reprimanded mildly, although he completely agreed with the housekeeper. “Thank you, Nurse Hurst. Will you be staying for lunch?”
“Oh, no, thanks Charles,” the nurse smiled, packing up her medical case and discarding the old bandages. “I have some errands to run before night shift at the clinic tonight.”

14
The Big Decision

Sam could not find conclusive proof that the Dire Serpent was capable of the atrocity and destruction that George Masters tried to convince him of. Wherever he inquired, he was met with disbelief or ignorance, which only reiterated his belief that Masters was some kind of paranoid madman. However, he did seem so sincere that Sam kept a low profile from Purdue until he had sufficient proof, something he could not gather from his usual sources.
Before he took the footage to Purdue, Sam elected to take one last trip to a very reliable source of inspiration and keeper of clandestine wisdom — the one and only Aidan Glaston. Since Sam saw the article Glaston published in the recent newspaper edition, he figured the Irishman would be the best man to ask about the Dire Serpent and its mythos.
Minus a set of wheels, Sam called a taxi. It was better than trying to salvage the wreck he used to call his car, which would have him exposed. What he did not need was the police enquiring into the high-speed chase and the probable subsequent arrest for endangering the lives of citizens and reckless driving. As long as the local authorities thought him missing, he had time to get his facts straight for when he finally resurfaced.
When he arrived at the Edinburgh Post, he was told that Aidan Glaston was on assignment. The new editor did not know Sam personally, but she allowed him a few minutes in her office.
“Janice Noble,” she smiled. “Good to meet such an esteemed member of our vocation. Please, sit down.”
“Thank you, Ms. Noble,” Sam replied, relieved that the offices were practically void of staff today. He was not in the mood to see the old slugs who used to trample him when he was a novice, not even to rub their faces in his celebrity and success. “I will make this quick,” he said. “I just need to know where I can get hold of Aidan. I know it is privileged information, but I need to get in touch with him concerning my own investigation right now.”
She leaned forward on her elbows and locked her hands gently. Rings of thick gold adorned both her wrists and the bangles made a dreadful sound on the polished surface of the desk. “Mr. Cleave, I would love to help you, but as I said before, Aidan is undercover on a politically sensitive assignment and we cannot afford to blow his cover. You understand what it is like. You should not even be asking me this.”
“I am aware,” Sam retorted, “but what I am embroiled in is far more important than some politician’s secret love life or the typical backstabbing the tabloids love to write about.”
The editor looked instantly put off. She took a harsher tone with Sam. “Please, do not think because you have garnered fame and fortune by your less than graceful involvements, that you can wedge your way in here and assume you know what my people are working on.”
“Listen to me, lady. I need information of a very delicate nature, and it involves the annihilation of entire countries,” Sam countered her firmly. “All I need is a phone number.”
She frowned. “Who are you working for on this case?”
“Freelance,” he answered quickly. “It is something I picked up from an acquaintance and I have reason to believe that it has validity. Only Aidan can confirm this for me. Please, Ms. Noble. Please.”
“I must say I am intrigued,” she conceded, jotting down a foreign landline number. “This is a safe line, but call only once, Mr. Cleave. I monitor this line, so I can see if you are making a nuisance of our man while he is working.”
“No problem. I just need one call,” Sam said zealously. “Thank you, thank you!”
She licked her lips as she wrote, clearly preoccupied by what Sam said. Sliding the paper over to him, she said, “Listen, Mr. Cleave, perhaps we can collaborate on what you have?”
“Let me just confirm first if this is worth pursuing, Ms. Noble. If there is something to this, we can talk,” he winked. She looked satisfied. Sam’s charm and handsome features could get him into the Pearly Gates while he was on fire.
Back in the taxi, en route back home, the radio news reported that the latest summit called to convene would be addressing renewable energy sources. Several world leaders would be attending the meeting, along with a few delegates from the scientific community in Belgium.
“Why Belgium, of all places?” Sam found himself asking aloud. He did not realize that the driver, a pleasant middle-aged lady, was listening.
“Probably one of those cloaked debacles,” she remarked.
“How do you mean?” Sam asked, quite amused at the sudden interest.
“Well, Belgium is the home of NATO, for instance, and the European Union, so I can imagine they would probably host something like that,” she chatted.
“Something like… what?” Sam pried. Since the thing with Purdue and Masters had begun, he had been frightfully oblivious to current affairs, but the lady seemed to be well informed, so he enjoyed her conversation instead. She rolled her eyes.
“Och, your guess is as good as mine, my lad,” she cackled. “Call me paranoid, but I have always been of the thought that these little meetings were nothing more than a charade to discuss nefarious plans to further fuck up the governments…”
Her eyes grew wide and she covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh my God, excuse me for swearing,” she apologized to Sam’s delight.
“Never you mind, madam,” he laughed. “I have a lady friend, a historian, that could make sailors blush.”
“Oh, good,” she sighed. “I never normally cuss to my passengers.”
“So, you think they are fucking up governments this way?” he smiled, still relishing in the humor of the woman’s words.
“Aye, I do. But I cannae really explain, you see. It is one of them things I just feel, you know? Like, why do they need to have a meeting between seven world leaders? What about the rest of the countries? I rather feel it is like a schoolyard, where a group of sprogs have a get-together during recess and the other children wonder, ‘Hey what’s that about?’… You know?” she rambled.
“Aye, I see what you are getting at,” he agreed. “So, they have not come out and said what the summit was about?”
She shook her head. “They talk around it. Bloody cheats. I tell ya, the media is the puppet of these bullies.”
Sam had to smile. She sounded much like Nina, and Nina was usually dead-on with her anticipations. “I hear you. Well, rest assured that some of us in the media are trying to get the truth out, no matter the cost.”
Her head swung around halfway, so that she almost looked back at him, but the road compelled her not to. “Oh my! Again, I put my bloody foot in my bloody mouth!” she lamented. “You are a member of the press?”
“I am an investigative journalist,” Sam winked with that same beguilement he used on the wives of dignitaries he used to interview. He could make them reveal catastrophic truths about their husbands sometimes.
“What are you investigating?” she asked in her adorably layman manner. Sam could tell that she lacked the proper terminology and knowledge, but her common sense and articulation of her opinions were sharp and logical.
“I am looking into a possible plot to stop a rich man from doing long division and destroy the world in the process,” Sam jested.
Narrowing her eyes in the rear view mirror, the lady taxi driver scoffed and then shrugged, “Alright then. Don’t tell me.”
Her dark haired passenger was still amused and looked out the window in silence on the way back to his apartment complex. As they passed the old schoolyard, he seemed to perk up, but she did not ask why. When she followed his line of sight, she saw only rubble and debris of what looked like shattered glass of a car crash, but she found it peculiar that such a site would host a vehicle collision.
“Could you please wait for me?” Sam asked her as they approached his home.
“’Course!” she exclaimed.
“Thanks, I will be swift at it,” he promised as he exited the car.
“Take yer time, love,” she grinned. “The meter’s running.”
When Sam bolted into the complex, he latched in the electronic lock, making sure to secure the gate behind him before racing up the stairs to his front door. He called Aidan on the number the editor of the Post gave him. To Sam’s surprised, his old colleague answered almost immediately.
Sam and Aidan both had little time to spare, so they kept the conversation concise.
“So, where did they send your worn-out ass this time, mate?” Sam smiled as he grabbed a half-flat soda from the fridge and chugged it down. It had been a while since he ate or drank anything, but he was in too much of a hurry now.
“I cannot disclose that information, Sammo,” Aidan replied happily, always busting Sam’s balls for not taking him with on assignments when they were still working at the newspaper.
“Oh come on,” Sam said, burping softly from the forced drink. “Listen, have you ever heard of a myth called the Dire Serpent?”
Cannot say I have, son,” Aidan answered promptly. “What is it? Tied to some Nazi relic again?”
“Aye. No. I don’t know. It is supposed to be an equation devised by Albert Einstein himself a while after the 1905 paper, from what I was told,” Sam elaborated. “They say it holds the key to some terrible outcome when applied correctly. Know anything like that?”
Aidan hummed in thought and finally admitted, “Nope. No, Sammo. I have never heard of anything like that. Either your source is letting you in on something so huge that only the highest orders know about it… or you are being played, mate.”
Sam sighed. “Alright, then. I just wanted to run this by you. Listen, Aid, whatever you are in on over there, just be careful, you hear?”
“Aw, I did not know you cared, Sammo,” Aidan teased. “I promise I’ll wash behind me ears every night, okay?”
“Yeah, alright, fuck you too,” Sam smiled. He heard Aidan roaring in laughter in his hoarse old voice before he ended the call. With his former colleague not knowing about Masters’ claim, Sam was pretty sure that the big fuss was overrated. It was safe to give Purdue the footage with the Einstein equation after all. One last thing had to be taken care of before he left, though.
“Lacy!” he cried down the corridor to the apartment in the corner of his level. “Lacy!”
A young teenage girl came stumbling out, fixing the ribbon in her hair.
“Oi Sam,” she called as she jogged back to his place. “I’m coming. I’m coming.”
“Please watch Bruich for me for just one night, alright?” he begged hastily, picking up the disgruntled old feline from his lazing on the couch.
“You are lucky my mum has a crush on you, Sam,” Lacy preached as Sam shoved cat food in her pockets. “She hates cats.”
“I know, I’m sorry,” he apologized, “but I have to get to my friend’s house with some important stuff.”
“Espionage stuff?” she gasped excitedly.
Sam shrugged, “Aye, top secret shite.”
“Awesome,” she smiled, stroking Bruich gently. “Okay, come Bruich, let’s go! Bye Sam!” And with that, she was gone, getting back inside from the cold and wet cement of the hallway.
It took Sam less than four minutes to pack an overnight bag and shove the much sought after footage into his camera case. Soon he was ready to leave to appease Purdue.
‘God, he is going to have my hide,’ Sam thought. ‘He must be pissed as hell.’

15
Rats in the Barley

The ever-resilient Aidan Glaston was a veteran journalist. He had been on many assignments during the Cold War, during the administrations of several crooked politicians and he always got his story. He opted for a more passive career move after he was almost killed in Belfast. Repeatedly, he had been warned by the people he was investigating at that time, but he had to get the expose before anyone else in Scotland. Not long after, karma took her turn, and Aidan found himself one of many injured by shrapnel during the IRA bombings. He took the hint, and asked for an administrative writer’s job.
Now he was back in the field again. His sixties did not turn out as well as he had thought and the rugged reporter soon discovered that boredom would kill him long before cigarettes or cholesterol would. After months of begging and proposing better perks than the other journalists, Aidan had convinced the fussy Ms. Noble that he was the man for the job. After all, he was the one who wrote the front-page article about McFadden and the most irregular meeting of selected mayors in Scotland. That alone, the word ‘selected’, instilled distrust in someone like Aidan.
In the yellow light of his rented hostel room in Castlemilk, he sucked on a cheap cigarette, writing his report draft on his computer, to formulate later. Aidan had learned well about losing valuable records before, so he had a fail safe — once done with each draft, he would e-mail it to himself. That way, he always had back-up copies.
I wondered why only some of Scotland’s municipal administrators are involved, and I found out when I cheated my way into the local gathering in Glasgow. It became clear that the information leak I tapped into was not intended, because my source consequently disappeared off the radar. From the meeting of Scottish municipal governors, I learned that the common denominator is not their profession. Isn’t that interesting?
What they all have in common is in fact an affiliation with a bigger, worldwide organization, or rather, a conglomerate of influential businesses and associations. McFadden, whom I was most interested in, turned out to be the least of our worries. Whilst I was thinking this was a meeting for mayors, they all turned out to be members of this anonymous party, one that includes politicians, financiers and military men. This meeting was not about petty town council laws or ordinances, but about something much bigger; the summit in Belgium we all heard about on the news. And Belgium is where I will attend the next secret summit. I have to know, if it is the last thing I do.
A knock at the door interrupted his report, but he quickly added the time and date, as per usual, before dousing his cigarette. The knocking became persistent, even urgent.
“Hey, keep yer pants on, I am on my way!” he barked impatiently. He pulled on his trousers and, to be spiteful to his caller, decided to first attach his draft to his e-mail and send it, before answering the door. The knocking became harder and more, but when he looked through the peephole, he recognized Benny D, his main source. Benny was a personal assistant in the Edinburgh branch of a private financing corporation.
“Geez, Benny, what the hell are you doing here? I thought you disappeared off the face of the planet,” Aidan muttered as he opened the door. In front of him, Benny D stood in the dirty corridor of the hostel, looking pallid and sick.
“I am so sorry I did not call you back, Aidan,” Benny apologized. “I was afraid they would find me out, you see…”
“I know, Benny. I know how it is in this game, son. Come in,” Aidan invited. “Just latch the locks behind you when you come in.”
“Okay,” the shaky snitch panted nervously.
“Do you want some whiskey? Sounds like you could use some,” the old journalist offered. Before his words were cold, a blunt thump ensued behind him. Not a moment later, Aidan felt the spray of fresh blood against his bare neck and upper back. He swung around in shock, and his eyes stretched at the sight of Benny’s cleaved skull, there where he had sunk to his knees. His limp body fell over, and Aidan cringed at the coppery smell of the freshly shattered skull of his main source.
Behind Benny stood two figures. One was latching the door and the other, an enormous thug in a suit, cleaned the nozzle of his silencer. The man at the door walked out from the shadows and revealed himself.
“Benny will not be having any whiskey, Mr. Glaston, but Wolf and I would love a tot or two,” the jackal-faced businessman grinned.
“McFadden,” Aidan sneered. “I would not waste my own piss on you, let alone a good single malt.”
Wolf grunted like the animal he was, annoyed that he had to let the old newspaperman live until told otherwise. Aidan met his gaze with contempt. “What is this? You could not afford a bodyguard who can form proper words? I guess you get what you can afford, hey?”
McFadden’s smirk dwindled in the light of the lamp, the shadows deepening every line of his foxlike features. “Easy now, Wolf,” he purred, pronouncing the thug’s name in the German fashion. Aidan took note of the name and the pronunciation, and deduced that it could probably be the bodyguard’s actual first name. “I can afford more than you think, you washed-out hack,” McFadden jeered, as he circled the journalist slowly. Aidan kept his eye on Wolf until the mayor of Oban rounded him and halted at his laptop. “I have some very powerful friends.”
“Obviously,” Aidan scoffed. “What splendid things did you have to do to while you were on your knees in front of those friends, Honorable Lance McFadden?”
Wolf stepped in and walloped Aidan so hard that he stumbled to the floor. He spat out the small amount of blood that pooled inside his lip and chuckled. McFadden sat down on Aidan’s bed with his laptop and perused his open documents, including the one Aidan had been writing before he was interrupted. The blue LED light illuminated his hideous face as his eyes ran silently form side to side. Wolf stood static, his hands locked in front of him with the gun’s silencer protruding from his fingers, just waiting for the command.
McFadden sighed, “So, you have figured out that the mayoral meeting was not quite what it smelled like, right?”
“Aye, your new friends are far more powerful than you will ever be,” the journalist sniffed. “It just proves that you are nothing but a pawn. Fuck knows what they need you for. Oban is hardly an important town… in just about any matter.”
“You would be surprised how valuable Oban will become once the 2017 Belgian Summit is in full swing, pal,” McFadden bragged. “I am at the pinnacle to make sure that our cozy little town is complacent when the time comes.”
“For what? When the time comes for what?” Aidan asked, but he was met with just an irritating giggle from the fox-faced villain. McFadden leaned closer to Aidan, where he was still kneeling on the mat in front of the bed where Wolf had sent him. “You will never know, my nosy little foe. You will never know. That must be hell for you types, hey? Because you just have to know everything, don’t you?”
“I will find out,” Aidan persisted, appearing defiant, yet he was terrified. “Remember, I found out that you and your fellow administrators are in cahoots with a bigger sibling, and that you are bullshitting your way through office by bullying those who see right through you.”
Aidan did not even see the order pass from McFadden’s eyes to his dog. Wolf’s boot shattered the left side of the journalist’s rib cage with one hefty kick. Aidan cried out in pain as his torso caught fire under the force of the steel reinforced shoes his attacker wore. He doubled over on the floor, tasting more of his warm blood welling up in his mouth.
“Now, tell me, Aidan, have you ever lived on a farm?” McFadden asked.
Aidan could not respond. His lungs were on fire and refused to inflate enough for him to speak. Only a hiss came from him. “Aidan,” McFadden sang to urge him on. To avert any more punishment the journalist nodded profusely in order to give some reply. Luckily for him, it was satisfactory for now. Smelling the dust from the dirty floor, Aidan sucked in as much breath as he could manage while his ribs constricted his organs.
“I used to live on a farm when I was in my teens. My father was a wheat farmer. Our farm yielded spring barley every year, but some years, before we took the sacks to the market, we would store them while we harvest,” the mayor of Oban recounted with a slow pace. “Sometimes, we would have to work extra fast because we had a problem with the storage sheds, you see. I asked my father why we have to work so fast and he explained that we had a vermin problem. I remember one summer when we had to eradicate entire nests burrowed under the barley, poisoning every single rat we could find. There were always more, when you left them alive, you see?”
Aidan could anticipate where this was going, but the pain kept his opinions inside his head. Behind the light of the lamp he could see the massive shadow of the thug moving when he tried to look up, but he could not twist his neck far enough to see what he was doing. McFadden passed Aidan’s laptop to Wolf. “Take care of all that… information, would you? Vielen Dank.” He returned his attention to the journalist at his feet. “Now, I am sure you are following my lead on this simile, Aidan, but in case the blood is filling your ears already, let me elucidate.”
‘Already? What does he mean with already?’ Aidan thought. The sound of his laptop being smashed to smithereens cut into his ears. For some reason, all he found concerning was how his editor was going to bitch about the loss of company technology.
“You are one of those rats, you see,” McFadden calmly continued. “You burrow in until you disappear in the mess and then,” he sighed dramatically, “it becomes more and more difficult to find you. All the while you sow havoc and destroy, from the inside out, all the work and nurturing that had gone into the harvest.”
Aidan could hardly breathe. His skinny frame was no match for physical castigation. Most of his strength came from his wit, his common sense and powers of deduction. His body, however, was terribly frail in comparison. As McFadden spoke of destroying rats it became explicitly clear to the veteran journalist that the mayor of Oban and his pet orangutan were not leaving him alive.
In his line of sight, he could see the red smile of Benny’s skull, deforming the shape of his staring dead eyes. He knew that would be him soon, but as Wolf crouched next to him and wrapped his laptop cord around his neck, Aidan knew that there would be no swift course for him. It was already hard to draw breath, and the only lament that came from this, was that he would have no defiant last words for his killers.
“I must say, this is quite the profitable evening for Wolf and I,” McFadden infested Aidan’s last moments with his shrill voice. “Two rats in one night, and a host of dangerous information countered.”
The old journalist felt the immeasurable strength of the German thug applied to his throat. His hands were too weak to pry the wire away from his throat, so he decided to die as swiftly as possible without tiring himself with a futile struggle. All he could think of as his head began to burn behind his eyes, was how Sam Cleave was probably onto the same thing these high profile crooks were stirring. Then Aidan recalled another ironic twist. Not fifteen minutes before, in his report draft, he had written that he would expose these people even if it was the last thing he did. His e-mail would get out. Wolf could not erase what was already out in cyberspace.
As the darkness enfolded Aidan Glaston, he managed to smile.
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Dr. Jacobs and the Einstein Equation

Kasper was dancing with his new crush, the stunning, but clumsy, Olga Mitra. He was ecstatic, especially when the family invited them to stay and enjoy the wedding reception Olga brought the cake for.
“This day certainly turned out great,” she laughed as he playfully twirled her and tried the dip thing. Kasper could not get enough of Olga’s high pitched, soft giggles, filled with elation.
“I agree on that,” he smiled.
“When that cake started to topple,” she confessed, “I swear, I felt my entire life fall to pieces. It was my first job here, and my reputation was at stake… you know how it goes.”
“I know,” he empathized. “Come to think of it, my day was shit until you happened.”
He did not think of what he was saying. Pure honesty spilled from his mouth, the measure of which he only grasped a moment later, when he found her dumbstruck, staring into his eyes.
“Woah,” she said. “Kasper, that is the most amazing thing anyone has ever said to me.”
He just smiled, while inside him fireworks went off. “Yeah, my day could have turned out a thousand times worse, especially from the way it started.” Suddenly Kasper was hit by clarity. It smacked him right between the eyes with such force that he almost blacked out. At once, all the warm-hearted, good stuff of the day flew out of his mind, to be substituted with what wracked his brain all night before he heard Olga’s fateful sobbing outside his door.
Thoughts of David Purdue and the Dire Serpent surfaced instantly, penetrating every inch of his brain. “Oh Christ,” he scowled.
“What is wrong?” she asked.
“I forgot about something very important,” he admitted, feeling the ground sink from under him. “Do you mind if we go?”
“Already?” she moaned. “But we have only been here thirty minutes.”
Kasper was not a temperamental man by nature, yet he raised his voice to convey the urgency of the situation, to impress the weightiness of the predicament. “Please, can we go? We came with your car, otherwise you could have stayed longer.”
“Jesus, why would I want to stay longer?” she snapped at him.
‘Great start to what would have been a lovely relationship. That, or this is true love,’ he thought. But her aggression was actually sweet. “I only stayed this long to get to dance with you? Why would I want to stay, if you were not here with me?”
He could not be angry at that. Kasper’s emotions were running the gamut with the beautiful woman and the looming destruction of the world in brute opposition. Eventually he took the hysteria down a notch to implore, “Can we please just go? I have to get in touch with someone about something very important, Olga. Please?”
“Of course,” she said. “We can go.” She took his hand and rushed away from the crowd with a giggle and a wink. Besides, they already paid me.”
“Oh good,” he replied, “and here I was feeling bad.”
They rushed out and Olga drove back to Kasper’s house, but someone else was already waiting for him there, sitting on his front porch.
“Oh, fuck no,” he mumbled as Olga parked her car in the street.
“Who is that?” she asked. “You don’t look happy to see them.”
“I am not,” he affirmed. “That is someone from work, Olga, so if you do not mind, I really do not want him to meet you.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Just, please,” he got a little frantic again, “trust me. I do not want you to know these people. Let me share a secret with you. I really, really like you.”
She smiled warmly. “I feel the same.”
Normally, Kasper would be flushing in ecstasy at this, but the urgency of the trouble he was dealing with, out-weighed the pleasant. “So, then you will understand that I do not want to mix someone who makes me smile with someone I detest.”
To his surprise, she grasped his predicament entirely. “Of course. I will drive off to the shop after you get out. I need some olive oil for my Ciabatta anyway.”
“Thank you for understanding, Olga. I will come call on you when all this is sorted out, alright?” he promised, squeezing her arm gently. Olga leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, but she said nothing. Kasper got out of the car and heard it drive away behind him. There was no sign of Karen, and he hoped that Olga would remember the half-jack she asked for as reward for the baking all morning.
Kasper tried to look nonchalant as he walked up the driveway, but the fact that he had to round the exorbitant vehicle parking his in, scratched like sandpaper at his composure. Seated on Kasper’s stoop chair, as if he owned the place, was the reprehensible Clifton Tuft. In his hand he cradled a bunch of Greek grapes, plucking them off one by one and popping them between his equally oversized teeth.
“Aren’t you supposed to be back in the United States already?” Kasper sneered, keeping his tone between mockery and misplaced humor.
Clifton cackled, believing the latter. “Sorry to encroach on you like this, Kasper, but I believe you and I have business to discuss.”
“That is rich, coming from you,” Kasper replied, unlocking his door. He intended to make it to his laptop before Tuft could see that he had been trying to find David Purdue.
“Now, now. There is no rule book that says we cannot rekindle our former partnership, is there?” Tuft twanged in his trail, simply assuming he was invited in.
Kasper quickly minimized the window and closed the lid of his laptop. “Partnership?” Kasper scoffed with a chuckle. “Did you partnership with Zelda Bessler not yield the results you hoped for? I believe I was merely the surrogate, the foolish mastermind, to the two of you. What is the matter? Does she not know how to apply the intricate mathematics or has she run out of outsourcing ideas?”
Clifton Tuft nodded with a bitter smile. “Take all the low blows you want, my friend. I will not disagree that you earned that resentment. After all, you are correct in all those assumptions. She does not have a clue how to proceed.”
“Proceed?” Kasper frowned. “On what?”
“Your previous work, of course. Is that not the work you believed she stole from you to her own credit?” Tuft asked.
“Well, yes,” the physicist affirmed, yet he still looked a bit flabbergasted. “I just… thought… I thought you scrapped that failure.”
Clifton Tuft grinned and placed his hands in his sides. He tried to swallow his pride gracefully, but it meant nothing, coming across as just awkward. “That was not a failure, not completely. Um, we never told you this after you left the project, Dr. Jacobs, but,” Tuft hesitated, looking for the softest way to break the news, “we never ceased the project.”
“What? Are you all out of your fucking minds?” Kasper seethed. “Do you even realize the repercussions of the experiment?”
“We do!” Tuft assured him earnestly.
“Really?” Kasper called his bluff. “Even after what happened to George Masters, you still believe you can involve biological components into the experiment? You are as insane as you are stupid.”
“Hey now,” Tuft warned, but Kasper Jacobs was too deep into his sermon to care what he said and to whom it was offensive.
“No. You listen to me,” the usually introverted and modest physicist grunted. “Admit it. You are just the money here. Cliff, you don’t know what the difference is between a variable and a cow’s udder and we all know it! So please, stop inferring that you understand what you are really funding here!”
“Do you realize what kind of money we could make if this project is successful, Kasper?” Tuft insisted. “It will render all nuclear weapons, all nuclear energy sources obsolete. It will invalidate all current fossil fuels and their mining. We will spare the earth more drilling and fracking. Don’t you see? If this project is successful, there will be no wars over oil or resources. We will be the sole provider of inexhaustible energy.”
“And who will be buying it from us? You mean, you and your court of nobles will benefit from it all, and those of us who made it happen will be kept on to manage the generating of this energy,” Kasper set it out for the American billionaire. Tuft could not really debunk any of it as hogwash, so he just shrugged.
“We need you to make this happen, regardless of Masters. What happened there was human error,” Tuft coaxed the reluctant genius.
“Yes, it was!” Kasper gasped. “Yours! You and your high and mighty lapdogs with white coats. It was your error that almost killed that scientist. What did you do after I left? Did you pay him off?”
“Forget about him. He has what he needs to live out his life,” Tuft informed Kasper. “I will quadruple your salary if you come back to the facility just once more to see if you can mend Einstein’s equation for us. I will make you head physicist. You will have full control of the project, as long as you can assimilate it into the current project by October 25th.”
Kasper threw his head back and laughed. “You are fucking kidding me, right?”
“No,” Tuft replied. “You make this happen, Dr. Jacobs, and you will go down in the history books as the man who usurped Einstein’s genius and surpassed it.”
Kasper soaked up the oblivious magnate’s words and tried to understand how such an articulate person could have such trouble fathoming catastrophe. He deemed it necessary to take a simpler, calmer tone to try one last time.
“Cliff, we know what will be the result of a successful project, right? Now, tell me, what happens if that experiment goes wrong again? Another thing I need to know up front is who you plan to use as guinea pig this time?” Kasper asked. He made sure that he sounded sold on the idea to ascertain the rotten details of the plan Tuft was hatching with the Order.
“Not to worry. You just make the equation apply,” Tuft said secretively.
“Good luck, then,” Kasper sneered. “I am not part of any project unless I know the bare bone facts around which I am to facilitate chaos.”
“Oh, please,” Tuft scoffed. “Chaos. You are so dramatic.”
“The last time we tried to apply the Einstein Equation, our test subject got fried. This proves that we cannot successfully launch this project without human casualties. It works, in theory, Cliff,” Kasper explained. “But in practice, generating the intra-dimensional energy will cause a backdraft into our dimension, frying every human being on this planet. Any paradigm including a biological component into this experiment will lead to extinction. All the money in the world cannot pay that ransom, buddy.”
“Again, that negativity has never been the foundation of progress and breakthrough, Kasper. Jesus Christ! Do you think Einstein thought this impossible?” Tuft tried to convince Dr. Jacobs.
“No, he knew it was possible,” Kasper countered, “and that is the very reason he tried to destroy the Dire Serpent. You fucking imbecile!”
“Mind your words, Jacobs! I will tolerate a lot, but this shit will not fly with me for long,” Tuft seethed. His face had turned red and spittle coated the corners of his mouth. “We can always get someone else to complete the Einstein Equation, the Dire Serpent, for us. Do not think you are not expendable, pal.”
Dr. Jacobs dreaded the idea of Tuft’s bitch, Bessler, perverting his work. Tuft had not mentioned Purdue, which meant that he had not yet learned that Purdue discovered the Dire Serpent already. Once Tuft and the Order of the Black Sun came into that knowledge, Jacobs would be expendable and that was a permanent dismissal he could not risk.
“Alright,” he sighed, watching Tuft’s sickening satisfaction. “I’ll get back on the project, but I don’t want any human subjects this time. That is too heavy on my conscience, and I do not care what you or the Order thinks. I have morals.”
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And the Yoke is Fixed

“My God, Sam, I thought you had been killed in action. Where in God’s name have you been?” Purdue raved when he saw the tall, rugged journalist standing in his door. Purdue was still under the influence of his recent sedation, but he was cogent enough. He sat up in bed. “Did you bring the Lost City footage? I have to get to work on the equation.”
“Christ, calm down, will you?” Sam scowled. “I went through hell and back because of this fucking equation of yours, so a polite ‘hello’ is the least you can do.”
If Charles had a more colorful personality, he would have rolled his eyes by now. Instead, he stood stiff and disciplined, while fascinated at the two usually jovial men. They had both magically gone sour! Purdue had been a frantic maniac since he came home and Sam Cleave had turned into a bombastic jerk. Charles reckoned correctly, that both men had been through a great deal of emotional trauma and neither exhibited signs of good health or sleep.
“Do you need anything else, sir?” he dared ask his employer, but surprisingly, Purdue was mellow.
“No, thank you, Charles. Will you please close the door behind you?” Purdue requested politely.
“Certainly, sir,” Charles replied.
After the door clicked shut, Purdue and Sam stared intensely at one another. All they heard in the privacy of Purdue’s bedroom was the song of the finches that occupied the large pine tree outside and Charles discussing fresh sheets with Lillian a few doors down the hallway.
“So, how have you been?” Purdue asked, performing the first obligatory display of courtesy. Sam laughed. He opened his camera case and removed an external hard drive from behind his Canon. He tossed it on Purdue’s lap and said, “Let us not bullshit ourselves with pleasantries. This is all you want from me and frankly, I am goddamn happy to be rid of the bloody footage once and for all.”
Purdue smirked, shaking his head. “Thanks Sam,” he smiled at his friend. “In all seriousness, though, why are you this happy to get rid of it? I recall you saying that you wanted to edit it into a documentary for the Wildlife Society or something.”
“That was the plan at first,” Sam admitted, “but I am just tired of it all. I was kidnapped by a crazed madman, trashed my car, and ended up losing a dear old colleague, all in the stretch of three days, mate. According to his last entry — I hacked his e-mail,” Sam explained, “according to that, he was onto something big.”
“Big?” Purdue asked, slowly getting dressed behind his antique rosewood screen.
“End-of-the-world big,” Sam confessed.
Purdue peeked over the top of the ornate carvings. He looked like a sophisticated meerkat at attention. “And? What did he say? And what is this about a madman?”
“Oh, it is a long story,” Sam sighed, still reeling from the ordeal. “The coppers will be looking for me, since I wrote off my car in broad daylight… in a car chase through Old Town, endangering people and such.”
“My God, Sam, what is his problem? Did you elude him?” Purdue inquired, groaning his way into his clothing.
“Like I said, it is a long story, but first I have to follow up on the assignment my former colleague at the Post was working on,” Sam said. His eyes looked moist, but he kept talking. “Have you ever heard of Aidan Glaston?”
Purdue shook his head. He had probably seen the name somewhere but it did not ring any bells for him. Sam shrugged, “They murdered him. Two days ago, he was found in the room where his editor had him checked in on a sting operation in Castlemilk. With him was some bloke he probably knew, shot execution style. Aidan was strung up like a fucking pig, Purdue.”
“Oh my God, Sam. I am so sorry to hear that,” Purdue sympathized. “Are you taking his place on assignment?”
As Sam had hoped, Purdue was so obsessed with starting work on the equation as soon as possible, that he forgot to ask about the madman who chased Sam. It would have been too much to explain in such short time, and ran the risk of alienating Purdue. He would not want to know that the work he had been dying to start on was reputed to be a tool of destruction. Surely, he would have written it off on paranoia or deliberate interference from Sam, so the journalist left it at that.
“I have spoken to his editor and she is sending me to Belgium for that clandestine summit, masquerading as a renewable energy address. Aidan thought it was a front for something sinister, and the mayor of Oban is one of them,” Sam elucidated concisely. He knew that Purdue paid little attention anyway. Sam got up and closed his camera case, glancing at the drive he left for Purdue. His stomach gave a twinge when he looked at it lying there, silently menacing, but his gut feeling had no integrity without facts to back it up. All he could do was to hope that George Masters was deluded, and that he, Sam, had not just delivered the extinction of mankind into the hands of a physics wizard.
* * *
Sam was relieved to leave Wrichtishousis. This was odd, because it was like his second home. Something about the equation on the footage he gave Purdue made him feel sick. Only a few times in his life, did he feel like this and it was usually after he had committed misdemeanors or when he lied to his late fiancé, Patricia. This time it had a darker, final feel to it, but he chalked it up to his own guilty conscience.
Purdue was gracious enough to lend Sam his 4x4 until he could get a new set of wheels. His old car had not been insured, because Sam preferred to keep under the radar of public records and low security servers, for fear that the Black Sun might get curious. After all, the police would probably lock him up if they traced him. It was a godsend that his car, inherited from a deceased high school pal, was not registered in his name.
It was late afternoon. Sam marched proudly up to the big Nissan and gave it a wolf whistle, pressing the immobilizer button. The lights flashed on and off twice before he heard the central locking disengage. A pretty woman came out from under the trees, heading for the front door of the mansion. She was carrying a medical bag, but she was dressed in plain clothes. In passing, she smiled at him, “Was that whistle for me?”
Sam had no idea how to respond. If he said yes, she could slap him, and he would be lying. If he denied it, he would be a weirdo caking with a car. Quick thinker that Sam was, he stood there like a fool with his hand in the air.
“Are you Sam Cleave?” she asked.
Bingo!
“Aye, that would be me,” he beamed. “And you are?”
The young woman strolled up to Sam and wiped the smile off her face. “Have you brought him the footage he asked, Mr. Cleave? Have you? I hope so, because his health had been spiraling downward while you took your sweet bloody time delivering it to him.”
Her sudden cattiness was out of line, in his opinion. Where he would usually appreciate feisty women as a fun challenge, the toils of late left him slightly less docile.
“Excuse me, doll, but who are you to chastise me?” Sam returned the favor. “From what I observe here with your little bag, is that you are a home care giver, a nurse at best, and certainly not one of Purdue’s long standing associations.” He opened the driver side door. “Now why don’t you skip along and do what you are paid to do, hey? Or do you wear a nurse’s outfit for those special call-outs?”
“How dare you?” she hissed, but Sam could not hear the rest. The lavish comforts of the 4x4’s cab was especially good at soundproofing and it reduced her rant to a muffled babbling. He started the vehicle’s engine and relished the luxury before reversing dangerously close to the upset stranger with the medical bag.
Laughing like a naughty child, Sam waved at the security guards at the gate as he left Wrichtishousis in his wake. On his way down the snaking road toward Edinburgh, his phone rang. It was Janice Noble, editor of the Edinburgh Post, notifying him of the rendezvous point in Belgium, where he was to meet her local correspondent. From there, they would sneak him into one of the private boxes in the gallery of the La Monnaie, to enable him to gather as much intelligence as possible.
“Please be careful, Mr. Cleave,” she said finally. “Your airline ticket has been e-mailed to you.”
“Thank you, Ms. Noble,” Sam replied. “I will be there within the next day. We will get to the bottom of this.”
As soon as Sam hanged up, he got a call from Nina. For the first time in a few days he was happy to hear from someone. “Hello, Gorgeous!” he cheered.
“Sam, are you still drunk?” was her first response.
“Um, no,” he answered with dampened enthusiasm. “Just happy to hear from you. That is all.”
“Oh, okay,” she said. “Listen, I have to talk to you. Can you maybe meet me somewhere?”
“In Oban? I am actually on my way out of the country,” Sam explained.
“No, I left Oban last night. That is what I want to talk to you about, actually. I am at the Radisson Blu on the Royal Mile,” she said, sounding a little frazzled. By Nina Gould’s standards, frazzled meant something huge went down. She was not easy to rattle.
“Alright, check out. I am coming to pick you up and then we can talk at my place while I pack. How does that sound?” he suggested.
“ETA?” she asked. Sam knew something had to have hounded Nina, when she did not even bother to interrogate him on the finer details. If she came right out and asked for his estimated time of arrival, she had already made up her mind to accept his offer.
“I will be there in thirty minutes, give or take, for traffic,” he confirmed, checking the digital clock on the dashboard.
“Thanks Sam,” she said in a waning tone that alarmed him. Then, she was gone. All the way to her hotel, Sam felt as if a colossal yoke was put on him. Poor Aidan’s horrible fate, along with his theories about McFadden, Purdue’s moody altering and George Masters’ disturbing way of apprehending Sam only added to the worry he now had for Nina as well. He was so preoccupied with her well-being that he hardly noticed that he had traversed the busy roadways of Edinburgh. A few minutes later, he arrived at Nina’s hotel.
He recognized her immediately. Her boots and jeans made her look more like a rock star than a historian, but her tapered suede blazer and pashmina scarf tamed the look somewhat — enough to make her look as sophisticated as she was. Stylish as she was dressed, it did not redeem her fatigued face. Usually beautiful even by natural standards, the historian’s big dark eyes had lost their luster.
She had a lot to tell Sam and very little time to do it in. She wasted no time in getting into the truck, and cut right to the chase. “Hey Sam. Can I crash at your house while you are God knows where?”
“Sure,” he replied. “Good to see you too.”
It was uncanny how, in one day, Sam had been reunited with both his best friends and they both greeted him with indifference and world-weary misery.
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Beacon in the Fearsome Night

Uncharacteristic of her, Nina said next to nothing on the way to Sam’s apartment. She just sat staring out the car window at nothing in particular. For atmosphere, Sam had turned on the local radio station to combat the awkward silence. He was aching to ask Nina why she had fled Oban, even for a few days, because he knew she had a lecture contract with the local college there for at least six more months. However, by the way she acted he knew best not to pry — yet.
When they arrived at Sam’s apartment, Nina trudged in and sank down on her favorite couch of Sam’s, usually occupied by Bruich. He was not rushing, as such, but Sam started collecting everything he would need for intelligence gathering so long. In hopes of Nina explaining her plight, he did not press her. He knew she was aware that he would soon leave on assignment and thus, if she had something to say, she would have to come out with it.
“I am off to the shower,” he mentioned as he walked by her. “If you need to talk, just come in.”
He had barely dropped his trousers to get under the warm water when he noticed Nina’s shadow glide past his mirror. She sat down on the toilet lid, leaving him to go about his washing business without a single word in jest or mockery, as was her habit.
“They killed old Mr. Hemming, Sam,” she just stated. He could see her slouching on the toilet, her folded hands between her knees, her head hung in despair. Sam assumed this Hemming character was someone from Nina’s childhood.
“Friend of yours?” he asked in an elevated tone to challenged the rushing shower.
“Aye, so to speak. Prominent citizen of Oban since 400BC, you know?” she answered plainly.
“I’m sorry, love,” Sam said. “You must have loved him very much for you to take it this hard.” Then it hit Sam that she mentioned someone killing the old man.
“Nope, he was just an acquaintance, but we spoke a few times,” she explained.
“Wait, who killed him? And how do you know that he was murdered?” Sam asked eagerly. It sounded ominously like Aidan’s fate. Coincidence?
“McFadden’s fucking Rottweiler killed him, Sam. He killed an infirm senior citizen right in front of me,” she stammered. Sam felt his chest take an invisible blow. Shock jolted through him.
“In front of you? Does that mean…?” he started, when Nina stepped into the shower with him. It was a wonderful surprise and a devastating clout altogether, when he saw her naked body. It had been a long time since he saw her like this, but this time it was not sexy at all. In fact, it was heart wrenching for Sam to see the bruises on her thighs and ribs. Then he noticed the welts on her breasts and back and the roughly stitched knife wounds on the inside of her left clavicle and under her left arm, done by a retired nurse who promised not to tell.
“Jesus Christ!” he shrieked. His heart pounded wildly and all he could think of was to grab her and hold her tightly. She did not cry, and that terrified him. “Was this the work of his Rottweiler?” he asked into her wet hair where he kept kissing her head.
“His name, aptly, is Wolf, as in Wolfgang,” she muttered through the streams of warm water that meandered over his muscular chest. “They just walked in and assaulted Mr. Hemming, but I heard the commotion from upstairs where I was getting him another blanket. By the time I got downstairs,” she choked, “they had pulled him out of the chair and threw him head first into the fire in the hearth. Christ! He had no chance!”
“Then they attacked you?” he asked.
“Aye, they tried to make it look like an accident. Wolf threw me down the stairs, but when I got up, he just used my towel pipe on me while I tried to run,” she recounted in gasps. “Eventually he just stabbed me and left me to bleed out.”
Sam had no words that could make any of it better. He had a million questions about the police, the old man’s body, how she got to Edinburgh, but all that had to wait. For now, he had to calm her down and remind her that she was safe, and he intended to keep her that way.
‘McFadden, you just fucked with the wrong people,’ he thought. Now he had proof that McFadden was indeed behind Aidan’s murder. This also affirmed that McFadden was a member of the Order of the Black Sun after all. Time was running out for his trip to Belgium. He wiped her tears and said, “Dry off, but don’t get dressed yet. I am going to take photographs of your injuries and then you are coming with me to Belgium. I will not lose sight of you for a minute until I have skinned that treacherous motherfucker myself.”
For once, Nina issued no protest. She allowed Sam to take control of things. Not a single doubt crossed her mind that he was her avenger. In her mind, as Sam’s Canon flashed on her secrets, she could still hear Mr. Hemming warn her that she had been marked. Still, she would have saved him all over again, even knowing what swine she was dealing with.
After he had enough evidence, and they were both dressed, he made her a cup of Horlicks to keep her warm before their departure.
“Do you have your passport?” he asked her.
“Aye,” she said, “do you have any painkillers?”
“I am a friend of Dave Purdue,” he answered suavely, “of course I have painkillers.”
Nina could not help but giggle and it was a blessing to Sam’s ears to hear her spirits lift.
* * *
On their flight to Brussels, they exchanged vital information, gathered separately during the past week. Sam had to illuminate the facts under which he felt compelled to take up Aidan Glaston’s assignment, so that Nina would understand what needed to be done. He shared with her his own ordeal with George Masters and the doubts he had about Purdue’s possession of the Dire Serpent.
“My God, no wonder you look like death warmed up,” she eventually said. “No offense. I am sure I look like shit too. I certainly feel like shit.”
He ruffled up her thick dark locks and kissed her temple. “No offense taken, love. But yes, you do look like shit.”
She elbowed him carefully, as she always did when he said something cruel in jest, but she could not deal him the full force, of course. Sam chuckled and took her hand. “We have just under two hours to go before we hit Belgium. Relax and take a breather, alright? Those pills I gave you are amazing, you’ll see.”
“You would know what best to drug a girl with,” she teased as her head lolled against the head rest of her seat.
“I do not need drugs. Birds love the long curls and the rugged beard too much,” he bragged, running his fingers slowly down his cheek and jawline. “You are lucky I have a soft spot for you. That is the only reason I still stay single, waiting for you to come to your senses.”
Sam heard no catty comebacks. When he looked at Nina, she was fast asleep, exhausted from the hell she had been through. It was good to see her take some rest, he thought.
“My best lines always fall on deaf ears,” he said, and laid back to catch a few winks.
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Pandora Unlocks

At Wrichtishousis, things had changed, but not necessarily for the better. Although Purdue was less moody and kinder to his staff, another scourge had craned its neck. The presence of a nuisance in a pair of flats.
“Where is David?” Nurse Hurst asked abruptly when Charles opened the door.
Purdue’s butler was the epitome of composure, and even he had to bite his lip.
“He is in the laboratory, madam, but he is not expecting you,” he answered.
“He will be thrilled to see me,” she said coldly. “If he has reservations about me, let him tell me himself.”
Charles, nonetheless, followed the arrogant nurse down to Purdue’s computer room. The door of the room was ajar, which meant that Purdue was busy, but not off-limits. From wall to wall, black and chrome servers towered, flashing lights blinking like little heartbeats in their polished chests of Perspex and plastic.
“Sir, Nurse Hurst has showed up unannounced. She insists that you wish to see her?” Charles delivered his subdued hostility at an elevated volume.
“Thank you, Charles,” his employer cried over the loud hum of the machines. Purdue was sitting in the far corner of the room, wearing earphones to distract from the noise of the room. He was seated behind a vast desk. Upon it sat four laptops, linked up and wired into another large box. Purdue’s white crown of thick wavy hair perked up from behind the lids of the computers. It was Saturday, and Jane was not there. Much like Lillian and Charles, even Jane had become a little annoyed by the nurse’s constant presence.
The three staff members were of the mind that she was more than Purdue’s caregiver, although they did not know about her interest in science. It looked much more like an interest in a wealthy husband to take her out of widowhood, so that she did not have to clean up people’s waste and deal with death all day. Of course, being the professionals they were, they never accused her in front of Purdue.
“How are you doing, David?” Nurse Hurst asked.
“Quite well, Lilith, thank you,” he smiled. “Come and see.”
She skipped over to his side of the desk and found what he had been using his time for lately. On each screen, the nurse noticed a plethora of number sequences she recognized.
“An equation? But why does it keep changing? What is it for?” she inquired, leaning deliberately close to the billionaire to allow him her scent. Purdue was preoccupied with his programming, but he never neglected a woman’s beguiling.
“I am not quite sure yet, not until this program tells me,” he boasted.
“That is a quite obscure explanation. Do you at least know what it involves?” she pried, trying to make sense of the morphing sequences on the screens.
“This is reputed to have been written by Albert Einstein, somewhere during the First World War, when he was living in Germany, you see,” Purdue elucidated happily. “It was thought to have been destroyed, and well,” he sighed, “since, had become somewhat of a myth in scientific circles.”
“Oh, and you uncovered it,” she nodded, looking very interested. “And what is this?” She pointed to another computer, a more bulky old machine that Purdue had been working on. It was linked to the laptops and the lone server, but the only device he was actively typing on.
“This is where I am busy writing the program to decipher it,” he explained. “It has to constantly re-written according to the data coming from the input source. The algorithm of this device will ultimately help me ascertain the nature of the equation, but, thus far, it looks like another theory of quantum mechanics.”
Frowning heavily, Lilith Hurst studied the third screen for a short while. She looked at Purdue. “That calculation there seems to represent atomic energy. Did you notice?”
“My God, you are precious,” Purdue smiled, his eyes gleaming at her knowledge. “You are quite correct. It keeps yielding information that takes me back to some sort of collision that will generate pure atomic power.”
“Sounds dangerous,” she remarked. “It reminds me of the CERN super-collider and what they are trying to achieve with particle acceleration.”
“I think that was pretty much what Einstein discovered, but, like with the 1905 paper, he thought such knowledge too destructive for fools in military uniforms and suits. That is why he deemed it too perilous for publication,” Purdue related.
She laid her hand on his shoulder. “But you do not wear a uniform or a suit, now, do you, David?” she winked.
“I certainly do not,” he replied, sinking back into his chair with a satisfied groan.
The phone rang in the lobby. The landline of the mansion was usually answered by Jane or Charles, but she was off duty and he was outside with the grocery delivery man. Throughout the manor, there were several telephones mounted for the collective number to be answered anywhere in the house. Jane’s extension was wailing too, but her office was too far off.
“I will get it,” Lilith offered.
“You are a guest, you know,” Purdue reminded her cordially.
“Still? Geez, David, I have been here so much lately I am surprised you have not offered me a room yet,” she hinted as she walked briskly through the doorway and rushed up the stairs to the ground floor. Purdue could hear nothing over the deafening hum.
“Hello?” she answered, making sure not to identify herself.
A man’s voice replied, sounding foreign. His Dutch accent was thick, but she could understand him. “May I speak to David Purdue, please? It is rather urgent.”
“He is unavailable right now. In a meeting, as a mater of fact. May I take a message for him to return your call when he is done, perhaps?” she asked, grabbing the pen in the desk drawer to write on the small message pad.
“This is Dr. Kasper Jacobs,” the man identified himself. “Please have Mr. Purdue call me very urgently.”
He gave her his number and reiterated the emergency.
“Just tell him, it concerns the Dire Serpent. I know it makes no sense, but he will know what I am referring to,” Jacobs persisted.
“Belgium? The prefix of your number,” she asked.
“That is correct,” he affirmed. “Thank you kindly.”
“No problem,” she said. “Goodbye.”
She stripped off the top sheet and went back down to Purdue.
“Who was it?” he asked.
“Wrong number,” she shrugged. “I had to explain three times that this was not ‘Tracy’s Yoga Studio’ and that we are not open,” she laughed, tucking the paper into her pocket.
“That is a first,” Purdue chuckled. “We are not even listed. I like to keep a very low profile.”
“That is good. I always say that people who do not know my name when I answer my landline, should not even try to fool me,” she sneered. “Now, you get back to your programming and I will get us something to drink.”
After Dr. Kasper Jacobs failed to get David Purdue on the phone to warn him about the equation, he had to conceded that even attempting already made him feel better. Sadly, the slight lift of demeanor was not to last.
“Who was that you were talking to? You do know that there are no phones allowed in this area, right, Jacobs?” the detestable Zelda Bessler dictated from behind Kasper. He turned to face her with a smug retort. “That is Dr. Jacobs to you, Bessler. This time, I am in charge of this project.”
She could not deny it. Clifton Tuft had specifically set out the contract for the revised project, wherein Dr. Kasper Jacobs would be in charge of constructing the vessel needed for the experiment. Only he understood the theories involved in what the Order tried to accomplish based on the Einstein principal, so he was entrusted with the engineering side as well. Within a small time frame the vessel had to be completed. Far heavier and faster, the new object would need to be exceedingly larger than the one before, which caused the mutilation of a scientist and caused Jacobs to distance himself from the project.
“How are things progressing down here in the plant, Dr. Jacobs?” came the squeaky drawl of Clifton Tuft that Kasper so loathed. “I hope we are on schedule.”
Zelda Bessler had her hands in the pockets of her white lab coat, and swung ever so slightly form left to right and back again. She looked like a stupid little schoolgirl trying to impress the heartthrob and it made Jacobs sick. She smiled at Tuft. “If he did not spend so much time on the phone, he would probably get a lot more done.”
“I have enough knowledge of the components of this experiment to be able to make a call every now and then,” Kasper snapped at her with a cool disposition. “I do have a life outside of this secret cesspool you live in, Bessler.”
“Ouch,” she mocked him. “I choose to keep…” she looked seductively at the American magnate, “company with higher powers.”
Tuft’s big teeth climbed out from between his lips, but he did not respond to her inference. “Seriously, Dr. Jacobs,” he said, taking Kasper by the arm lightly and drawing him away form Zelda Bessler’s earshot, “how are we faring on the construction of the bullet?”
“I hate that you call it that, you know, Cliff,” Kasper confessed.
“But that is what it is. In order for us to magnify the effects of the last experiment, we will need something that travels as fast as a bullet, with an equal dispersion of weight and velocity to accomplish the task,” Tuft reminded him, as the two men strolled further away from a frustrated Bessler. The construction site was located in Meerdaalwoud, a woodland area east of Brussels. Lying unassumingly on a farm owned by Tuft, the plant featured an underground tunnel system that was completed several years ago. Few of the scientists on loan from legitimate government and university academia ever got to see the underground, but it was there.
“I am almost done, Cliff,” Kasper said. “All that is still left to calculate is the total weight, which I need from you. Remember, for the experiment to be successful, you have to furnish me with the exact weight of the vessel, or ‘bullet’, as you say. And Cliff, it has to be accurate to the gram, or else no genius equation will help me make this happen.”
Clifton Tuft chuckled in a bitter way. Much like a man about to break very bad news to a good friend, he cleared his throat through the awkward smirk on his ugly face.
“What? Can you give it to me or what?” Kasper pressed.
“I will give you those details shortly after the summit in Brussels tomorrow,” Tuft said.
“You mean the international summit on the news?” Kasper asked. “I am not interested in politics.”
“You should be, pal,” Tuft grunted like a dirty old man. “Of all people, you are the main player in the facilitation of this experiment. Tomorrow, the International Atomic Energy Agency will convene with the international veto powers of the NPT.”
“The NPT?” Kasper frowned. He was under the impression that his part in the project was purely experimental, but the NPT was a political matter.
“Non-proliferation Treaty, pal. Jesus, you really do not bother to research where your work goes after you publish the findings, do you?” the American laughed, slapping Kasper playfully on the back. “All the active members of this project should represent the Order tomorrow night, but we need you here to oversee the final stages.”
“Do these world leaders even know about the Order?” Kasper asked hypothetically.
“The Order of the Black Sun is everywhere, my friend. It is the most powerful world force since the Roman Empire, but only the elite know this. We have people in each of the NPT countries’ high command seats. Vice-presidents, royals, presidential advisers and decision makers,” Tuft elaborated dreamily. “Even mayors, helping us infiltrate on a municipal level. Attend. As orchestrator of our next power move, you are entitled to enjoy the spoils, Kasper.”
Kasper’s head was spinning at the revelation. His heart thundered under his lab coat, but he kept his pose and nodded in agreement. ‘Look enthusiastic!’ he urged himself. “Wow, I am flattered. Looks like I am finally getting the credit I deserve,” he bragged in his charade, and Tuft bought every word.
“That’s the spirit! Now, get everything ready, so that only the numbers can still be thrown in the calculation for us to initiate, okay?” Tuft bellowed happily. He left Kasper to join up with Bessler up the hallway, leaving Kasper shocked and confused, but one thing was certain. He had to get hold of David Purdue or he had to sabotage his own work.

20
Family Ties

Kasper ran into his home and locked the door behind him. After a double shift, he was completely drained, but there was no time for fatigue. Time was catching up with him and he was still unable to speak to Purdue. The genius explorer had an airtight security system and kept himself firmly out of the public eye most of the time. Most of his liaison was done by his personal assistant, but that was the woman Kasper thought he spoke to when he spoke to Lilith Hurst.
A knock at his door stopped his heart for a moment.
“It’s me!” he heard from the other side of the door, a voice that dripped a little heaven into the bucket of shit he was in.
“Olga!” he gasped, opened the door quickly and pulled her inside.
“Wow, what are you on about now?” she asked, kissing him passionately. “I thought you were coming over to my place tonight, but you did not answer any of my calls all day.”
In her gentle manner and soft voice, the beautiful Olga carried on about being ignored and all that other chick flick nonsense that her new boyfriend really could not afford to suffer or take blame for. He grabbed her firmly and sat her down on the chair. Just for effect, Kasper reminded her how much he loved her with a proper kiss, but after that, it was time to explain things to her. She was always quick to grasp what he tried to say, so he knew he could trust her with this exponentially serious matter.
“Can I trust you with very sensitive information, honey?” he whispered hard into her ear.
“Of course. Something is driving you nuts and I want you to tell me this stuff, you know?” she said. “I want no secrets between us.”
“Great!” he exclaimed. “Fantastic. Now, listen, I am insanely in love with you, but my work is becoming all-consuming.” She nodded quietly as he proceeded. “I’ll keep it simple. I have been working on a top-secret experiment, building a chamber shaped like a bullet to do the test with, right? It is practically completed and just today I found out,” he swallowed hard, “that what I have been working on is about to be used for a very evil purpose. I need to leave this country and disappear, do you understand?”
“What?” she shrieked.
“Remember the asshole that sat on my porch that day after we came back from the wedding? He is in charge of a sinister operation, and, and I think… I think they are planning to assassinate a group of world leaders during a meeting,” he explained hastily. “The only man who can decipher the correct equation has taken possession of it. Olga, he is working on it right now in his house in Scotland, soon to crack the variables! Once that happens, the asshole I work for (this was now Olga and Kasper’s code for Tuft) will apply that equation to the device I have built them.” Kasper shook his head, wondering why he would even bother laying all this on a pretty baker, but he had only known Olga for a short while. She had a few secrets herself.
“Defect,” she said plainly.
“What?” he frowned.
“Defect to my country. They cannot touch you there,” she repeated. “I come from Belarus. My brother is a physicist at the Institute of Physics and Technology, working on similar fields as you. Maybe he can help you?”
Kasper felt strange. Panic gave way to relief, but then clarity washed it away. He was mute for a minute or so, trying to mull around all the details along with the astonishing information about his new lover’s family. She kept quiet to let him think, grazing his arms with her fingertips. It was a good idea, he reckoned, if he could escape before Tuft realized it. How would the head physicist of a project just slip away without anyone noticing?
“How?” he voiced his doubts. “How do I defect?”
“You go to work. You destroy all copies of your work and you take all their project records with you. I know this, because my uncle did that many years ago,” she apprised.
“Is he there too?” Kasper asked.
“Who?”
“Your uncle,” he answered.
She shook her head nonchalantly. “No. He is dead. They killed him when they found out that he sabotaged the ghost train.”
“The what?” he exclaimed, quickly put off all over again by the dead uncle business. After all, from what she was saying, her uncle died exactly because of the thing Kasper was about to try.
“The ghost train experiment,” she shrugged. “My uncle did much the same as you. He was part of the Russian Secret Society for Physics. They made this experiment with sending a train through the sound barrier or speed barrier or whatever.” Olga giggled at her ineptitude. She knew nothing of science, so it was hard for her to correctly relay what her uncle and his colleagues did.
“And then?” Kasper pressed. “What did the train do?”
“They say it was supposed to teleport or go to another dimension… Kasper, I really do not know about these things. You are making me feel very stupid here,” she interrupted her explanation with an excuse, but Kasper understood.
“You do not sound stupid, honey. I do not care how you say it, as long as I get an idea,” he coaxed her, smiling for the first time. She was really not stupid. Olga could see the strain in her lover’s smile.
“My uncle said the train was too powerful, that it would disrupt energy fields here and cause an implosion or something. Then all the people on earth… would… die?” she winced, looking for his approval. “They say his colleagues are still trying to make it work, using abandoned train tracks.” She was unsure of how to end her relation, but Kasper was elated.
Kasper wrapped his arms around her and pulled her up, holding her suspended from the ground while he planted a myriad of little kisses all over her face. Olga did not feel stupid anymore.
“Oh my God, I have never been so happy to hear of human extinction,” he jested. “Honey, you described almost exactly what I am struggling with here. Right, I have to get to the plant. Then I have to get to the news people. No! I have to contact the news people in Edinburgh. Yes!” he carried on, pacing with a thousand priorities darting through his mind. “See, if I get Edinburgh papers to publish this, not only does it expose the Order and the experiment, but David Purdue will hear of it and cease his work on the Einstein Equation!”
Terrified of what still had to be done, Kasper felt a sense of liberty at the same time. At last, he could be with Olga without watching her back for nefarious followers. His work would not be corrupted and his name attached to a worldwide atrocity.
While Olga made him some tea, Kasper grabbed his laptop and searched ‘Edinburgh best investigative journalists’. Of all the links presented, and there were many, one name stood out prominently and this man was remarkably easy to contact.
“Sam Cleave,” Kasper read aloud to Olga. “He is an award winning investigative journalist, honey. He lived in Edinburgh and is freelance, but he used to work for several of their local newspapers… before…”
“Before what? You are making me curious. Speak!” she cried from the open plan kitchen.
Kasper smiled. “I feel like a pregnant woman, Olga.”
She roared with laughter. “Like you know what that is like. You have definitely been acting like one. That is for sure. Why do you say that, love?”
“So many emotions all at the same time. I want to laugh and cry and scream,” he grinned, looking stacks better than a minute ago. “Sam Cleave, the guy I want to give this story to? Guess what? He is a famous author and explorer involved in several expeditions led by the one and only David fucking Purdue!”
“Who is he?” she asked.
“The man with the dangerous equation I cannot get hold of,” Kasper explained. “If I have to tell a reporter about the evil plan, who better than someone who personally knows the man with the Einstein Equation in his possession?”
“Perfect!” she chimed. As Kasper rang Sam’s number, something in him changed. He did not care how dangerous defecting would be. He was ready to make a stand.
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The Weigh-In

In Brussels, it was time for the congregation of principal players in the global management of atomic energy to convene. The Hon. Lance McFadden hosted the event, since he had been involved in the United Kingdom chapter of the International Atomic Energy Agency since just before his campaign to become mayor of Oban.
“The turn-out is at one-hundred percent, sir,” Wolf reported to McFadden as they watched the delegates take their seats in the splendor of La Monnaie’s Opera House. “We are only waiting for Clifton Tuft to show up, sir. As soon as he is here, we can proceed with the,” he paused dramatically, “supplanting procedure.”
McFadden was decked out in his Sunday best. Since becoming involved with Tuft and the Order, he had become acquainted with wealth, even though it did not buy him class. He turned his head surreptitiously and whispered, “Have the calibration been successful? I have to get this information to our man, Jacobs, before tomorrow. If he does not have the exact weight of the collective passengers, the experiment will never work.”
“Each seat set out for a representative has been equipped with sensors that will quantify their exact body weight respectively,” Wolf informed him. “The sensors were designed to weigh even the finest materials with deadly precision by means of new, top of the range scientific technology.” The repulsive thug smirked. “And you are going to love this, sir. This technology was invented and produced by the one and only David Purdue.”
McFadden gasped as he heard the genius explorer’s name. “My God! Really? You are too right, Wolf. I love the irony in that. I wonder how he is doing after that accident he had in New Zealand.”
“Apparently he uncovered the Dire Serpent, sir. Thus far the rumor has not been verified, but knowing Purdue, he probably did find it,” Wolf speculated. It was both a good revelation to McFadden, as much as it was terrifying.
“Jesus Christ, Wolf, we have to get it from him! If we get the Dire Serpent, deciphered, we can apply it to the experiment without having to go through all this shit,” McFadden said, looking positively blown away by the fact. “Has he completed the equation? I thought it was a myth.”
“Many thought so, until he took his two sidekicks out to help him find it. From what I am told, he is working hard on solving the problem of the missing details, but has yet to crack it,” Wolf gossiped. “Apparently he has been so obsessed with it that he almost never sleeps anymore.”
“Will we be able to get it? He certainly will not give it to us, and since you did away with his little girlfriend, Dr. Gould, we have one less mate of his to blackmail for it. Sam Cleave is watertight. He is the last person I would bother to count on to betray Purdue,” McFadden whispered as the delegates of the government agencies spoke softly in the background. Before Wolf could reply, a female security official of the EU Council overseeing the process interrupted.
“Excuse me, sir,” she addressed McFadden, “it is eight o’clock sharp.”
“Thank you, thank you,” McFadden’s false smile fooled her. “Kind of you to let me know.”
He glanced back at Wolf as he stepped out from the stage and onto the podium to address the members of the summit. Each chair occupied by an active member of the International Atomic Energy Agency, as well as the NPT countries, had transmitted the data to the Black Sun computer in Meerdaalwoud.
While Dr. Kasper Jacobs was collecting his important work, wiping his data as far as he could, the information came onto the server. He lamented having completed the vessel for the experiment. At least he could corrupt the equation he created, similar to the Einstein Equation, but with less power drive, himself.
Just like Einstein, he had to decide whether he would allow his genius to be used for nefarious actions or not allow his work to destroy on a mass scale. He opted for the latter and, keeping an eye on the mounted security cameras, pretended to be working. In actual fact, the brilliant physicist was corrupting his calculations, in order to thwart the experiment. Kasper felt guilty enough that he already constructed the giant, cylindrical vessel. No more would come from his abilities to serve Tuft and his wicked cult.
Kasper wished he could smile as the final lines of his equation was being altered just enough to be accepted, but not to function. He saw the numbers being transmitted form the Opera House, but he ignored it. By the time Tuft, McFadden and the others came to activate the experiment, he would be long gone.
But one desperate individual he did not factor into his escape calculation, was Zelda Bessler. She was watching him from a secluded booth just inside the large site where the giant vessel was waiting. Like a cat, she bided her time, allowing him to do everything he thought he had gotten away with. Zelda smiled. In her lap she had a tablet, hooked up to a communications platform between operative of the Order of the Black Sun. Without sound betraying her presence, she typed in ‘Apprehend Olga and put her on the Valkyrie’ and sent it to Wolf’s subordinates in Bruges.
Dr. Kasper Jacobs pretended to be hard at work on the experimental paradigm, having no idea that his girlfriend was about to be introduced to his world. His phone rang. Looking rather nervous at the sudden disturbance, he quickly got up and went to the men’s room. It was a call he had expected.
“Sam?” he whispered, making sure every stall in the restroom was vacant. He had told Sam Cleave about the experiment due, but not even Sam could get hold of Purdue to change his mind about the equation. While Kasper checked the waste bins for bug devices, he continued. “Are you there?”
“Aye,” Sam whispered on the other side of the phone. “I am in the booth at the Opera House, so that I can eavesdrop properly, but so far I cannot find anything amiss to report. The summit is just beginning, but…”
“What? What is happening?” Kasper asked.
“Wait,” Sam said abruptly. “Do you know anything about a Siberian train trip?”
Kasper frowned in utter confusion. “A what? No, nothing of that sort. Why?”
“The Russian security representative said something about a flight to Moscow tonight,” Sam recounted, but Kasper had heard no such thing from Tuft or Bessler. Sam added, “I have a program I nicked from reception. From what I gather, it is a three day summit. They have the symposium here today, then, tomorrow morning they are going to fly privately to Moscow to board some or other posh train called the Valkyrie. You have no knowledge of this?”
“Well, Sam, I do not exactly enjoy a great deal of authority around here, you know?” Kasper ranted as quietly as he could. One of the technicians came in to take a leak, making a conversation of this nature impossible. “I have to go, darling. Lasagna will be fine. I love you,” he said and hanged up the phone. The technician just smiled sheepishly as he pissed, having no idea what the head of the project had really discussed. Kasper dismissed himself from the restroom and felt apprehensive about Sam Cleave’s question about a Siberian train trip.
“I love you too, sweetheart,” Sam said on his side, but the physicist had already hung up. He tried Purdue’s satellite number, based in the billionaire’s private study, but even there was no answer. No matter how he tried, Purdue seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth and it concerned Sam beyond panic. Still, he had no way of getting back to Edinburgh now, and with Nina accompanying him, he could obviously not send her to check on Purdue either.
For a brief moment, Sam even thought of sending Masters, but, having denied the man’s sincerity by giving Purdue the equation anyway, he doubted Masters would want to help him. Crouching in the box Ms. Noble’s contact had organized for him, Sam contemplated the entire mission. He almost found it more urgent to stop Purdue from completing the Einstein Equation, than to follow a blooming catastrophe orchestrated by the Black Sun and its high-end disciples.
Sam was torn between his duties, spread too thin and caving under the yoke. He had to protect Nina. He had to stop a possible world tragedy. He had to stop Purdue from finishing his math. The journalist did not often come to desperate blankness, but this time he was out of options. He would have to ask Masters. The mutilated man was his only hope at stopping Purdue.
He wondered if Dr. Jacobs had made all his own arrangements to defect to Belarus, but that was a matter Sam could still catch up with when he met up with Jacobs for dinner. Right now, he had to get the details of the flight to Moscow, from where the summit representatives would board the train. According to the discussions after the formal meeting, Sam gathered that the next two days would be to visit various reactor stations in Russia, still generating atomic power.
“So, the NPT countries and the International Atomic Energy Agency are going on a field trip to grade the power stations?” Sam muttered to his recorder. “I still do not see where the threat is going to unfold into the tragedy. If I get Masters to stop Purdue, it does not matter where the Black Sun hide their weapon. Without the Einstein Equation, it will all have been in vain anyway.”
He quietly slipped out, walking along the row of seats up where the lights were off. Nobody even saw him from the brightly lit section below where it was bustling. Sam had to get Nina, call Masters, meet with Jacobs and then make sure that he was on that train. From his intelligence, Sam took note of a secret elite airfield called the Koschei Strip, a few miles outside Moscow, where the delegation were set to land the next afternoon. From there, they would be chauffeured to the Valkyrie, a trans-Siberian super train for a luxury trip to Novosibirsk.
Sam had a million things on his mind, but first and foremost, he had to get back to Nina to see if she was alright. He knew better than to underestimate the reach of men like Wolf and McFadden, especially once they discovered that the woman they had left for dead, was very much alive and could implicate them.
After Sam had slipped out via Stage Door 3, through the props store room in the back, he was met with a cold night, full of uncertainty and menace in the air. He pulled his hoodie tight in the front, buttoning it over his scarf. With his identity concealed, he swiftly traversed the back parking lot where wardrobe trucks and deliveries usually came. Under the moonlit night, Sam looked like a shadow, but he felt like a wraith. He was tired, but not allowed to rest. There was so much to be done to make sure that he boarded that train tomorrow afternoon that he would never have the time or the sanity to sleep.
In his recollection, he saw Nina’s battered body, the scene looping repeatedly. His blood boiled for the injustice of it, and he direly hoped that Wolf would be on that train.
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Jericho Falls

Like a maniac, Purdue was constantly redesigning the algorithm of his program to suit the data input. Thus far, it had been successful to an extent, but there were some variables it could not solve, leaving him to stand guard at his old machine. Practically sleeping in front of the old computer, he had grown more and more reclusive. Only Lilith Hurst was allowed to ‘bother’ Purdue. Since she could converse about the results, he enjoyed her visits, whereas his staff obviously lacked the understanding of the field necessary to present cogent solutions as she did.
“I will be starting dinner soon, sir,” Lillian reminded him. Usually, when she fed him this line, her white haired, cheerful boss would suggest a plethora of dishes for her to choose from. Now, it seemed, all he wanted to consider was the next entry into his computer.
“Thanks, Lily,” Purdue said absently.
Hesitantly, she asked for clarification. “And what should I prepare, sir?”
Purdue ignored her for a few seconds, scrutinizing the screen. She watched the dancing numbers reflect on his glasses, waiting for an answer. Finally, he sighed and looked up at her.
“Um, a hot pot would be lovely, Lily. Perhaps Lancashire hot pot, as long as it has some mutton in the mix. Lilith loves mutton. She told me,” he smiled, but kept his eyes on the screen.
“You want me to make her favorite dish for your dinner, sir?” Lillian asked, feeling that she would not like the response. She was not wrong. Purdue looked up at her again, glaring over his glasses.
“Yes, Lily. She will be joining me for dinner tonight and I would like you to prepare a Lancashire hot pot. Thank you,” he reiterated irately.
“Of course, sir,” Lillian recoiled respectfully. Normally the housekeeper was entitled to her opinion, but ever since the nurse had wedged her way into Wrichtishousis, Purdue would have nobody’s advice, but hers. “Dinner at seven, then?”
“Yes, thanks Lily. Now, can you please let me get back to work?” he implored. Lillian did not respond. She simply nodded and made her way out of the server room, trying not to go off on a tangent. Lillian, like Nina, was a typically Scottish lass fro the old school of women. These ladies were not accustomed to being treated like second-rate citizens, and, with Lillian being the matriarch of the Wrichtishousis staff, she was deeply upset about Purdue’s recent behavior. The doorbell of the main doors chimed. Passing Charles as he crossed the lobby to answer the door, she snapped quietly, “It is the bitch.”
Surprisingly, the android-like butler responded casually, “I know.”
For once, he refrained from chastising Lillian for speaking freely about the guests. This was a sure sign of trouble. If the rigid, overly polite butler agreed on the bitch-hood of Lilith Hurst, there was reason to panic. He opened the door, and Lillian listened to the usual condescension of the approved intruder and wished that she could lace the Lancashire hot pot with poison. Still, she loved her employer too much to venture such a risk.
While Lillian started dinner in the kitchen, Lilith strolled down to Purdue’s server room as if she owned the place. Down the stairs, she stepped gracefully, dressed in a provocative cocktail dress and shawl. She wore make-up and had her hair tied up to show off the sublime costume earrings that swung under her earlobes as she walked.
Purdue beamed when he saw the young nurse enter the room. Tonight she looked different than usual. Instead of jeans and flats, she was in stocking and heels.
“My God, you look ravishing, my dear,” he smiled.
“Thank you,” she winked. “I was invited to some black tie thing for my college. I am afraid I did not have time to change, because I came here straight from that to-do. Hope you do not mind that I am a little overdressed for dinner.”
“Absolutely not!” he cheered, briefly sweeping back his hair to gather his appearance a little. He was in a worn out cardigan and yesterday’s trousers, matched badly with Moccasins for comfort. “I feel I have to apologized for how terribly haggard I look. I am afraid that I lost track of time, as you might understand.”
“I do. Have you made progress?” she asked.
“I have. Considerably,” he boasted. “By tomorrow or maybe even late tonight, I should have this equation solved.”
“And then?” she asked, sitting down suggestively opposite him. Purdue was momentarily blinded by her youth and beauty. To him, there was none better than the petite Nina, with her savage gorgeousness and hell in her eyes. Yet, the nurse had that flawless complexion and lean body only a tender age could maintain, and from her body language tonight, she was out to use it.
Her excuse for her dress was a lie, of course, but she could not explain it with the truth. Lilith could hardly tell Purdue that she was randomly out to seduce him, without admitting to looking for a rich lover. Even less, she could not admit that she only wanted to influence him long enough to steal his masterpiece, to tally her own merit and make her way back into the scientific community.
* * *
At nine o’clock, Lillian announced that dinner was ready.
“As you requested, sir, dinner is served in the main dining room,” she declared without as much as a glance toward the sponging nurse.
“Thank you, Lily,” he replied, sounding a bit like the old Purdue. His selective reverting to his old, pleasant manner only when Lilith Hurst was about, sickened the housekeeper.
It was evident to Lilith that the object of her intentions did not possess the clarity of his people, as far as judging her objectives were concerned. His obliviousness to her intrusive presence was astonishing, even to her. Lilith successfully proved that genius and application of common sense were two distinctly different sorts of intelligence. However, that was the least of her worries now. Purdue was eating out of her hand, and working himself into the ground to accomplish what she was going to utilize to palm in her career.
While Purdue was being intoxicated by Lilith’s beauty, guile and sexual advances, he did not realize that another brand of intoxication was introduced to make sure that he complied. Under the ground floor of Wrichtishousis, the Einstein Equation was being completed in full, the dire outcome of a mastermind’s mistake, once again. Both Einstein and Purdue had been manipulated by women far below their range of intellect in this instance, leaving the impression that even the smartest men were reduced to imbecile proportions in their trust of the wrong women. At least, this was true in the light of dangerous documents collected by women they assumed harmless.
Lillian had been dismissed for the evening, leaving only Charles to clean up after Purdue and his guest finished dinner. The disciplined butler acted as if nothing was amiss, even while Purdue and the nurse engaged in a heavy bout of passion halfway up to the master bedroom. Charles took a deep breath. He ignored the consummation of a terrible alliance that he knew would smother his boss soon after, yet he dared not intervene.
It was a hefty predicament for the loyal butler, having worked for Purdue for so many years. Purdue would hear nothing in opposition to Lilith Hurst and the house staff had to watch as she slowly blinded him more and more every day. Now the relationship entered the next level, leaving Charles, Lillian, Jane and all the others in Purdue’s service scared for their future. Sam Cleave and Nina Gould never came round anymore. They were the light and life of Purdue’s more private social life and the billionaire’s people adored them.
While Charles’ mind was clouded with doubts and fears, while Purdue was being subjugated into servitude by means of pleasure, the Dire Serpent came alive downstairs in the server room. Quietly, it announced its completion for no one to see or hear.
In the dead of dark morning, the lights in the mansion had dimmed, those that were left on. All throughout the vast house, it was quiet, save for the howling wind outside the ancient walls. A faint cadence ensued on the main staircase. Lilith’s slender feet left no more but a sigh in the thick carpeting as she descended to the ground floor, fleeting. Her shadow moved swiftly along the high walls of the main hallway and down to the sub-level, where the servers were humming in perpetual action.
She did not switch on the light, but rather used her cell phone screen to illuminate her way to the desk where Purdue’s machine sat. Lilith felt like a child on Christmas morning, eager to see if her wish had been delivered yet, and she was not disappointed. From between her fingers, she slipped a flash drive into the USB port of the old computer, but soon learned that David Purdue was no fool.
An alarm started shrieking, and on the screen, the first line of the equation started to erase itself.
“Oh, Jesus, no!” she whimpered in the darkness. She had to think quickly. Lilith memorized the second line while she tapped on her phone camera, and took a screen shot of the first section before it could delete further. Then she hacked into a sub-server Purdue used as backup and retrieved the full equation before transmitting it to her own device. For all her technological prowess, Lilith did not know where to disable the alarm, and watched the equation slowly deleting itself.
“Sorry, David,” she sighed.
Knowing that he was not going to wake until well into the next morning, she simulated a short circuit in the wiring between Server Omega and Server Kappa. It started a small electrical fire, just enough to melt the wires and disable the machines involved before she extinguished the flame with the cushion from Purdue’s chair. Lilith realized that the security unit at the gate would soon receive the signal from the house interior alarm via their head office. In the far end of the ground floor, she could hear the security guards trying to rouse Charles, banging on the door.
Unfortunately, Charles slept at the other side of the house in his apartment near the small kitchen of the manor. He could not hear the server room’s alarm, set off by the sensor of the USB port. Lilith closed the door behind her and careened along the back corridor that led into the large pantry. Her heart pounded at the rush of hearing the security people of the first unit waking Charles and heading up to Purdue’s room. The second unit went straight to the source of the alarm.
“We found the cause!” she heard them holler as Charles and the others rushed down to the sub-level to join them.
“Perfect,” she panted. Misdirected by the electrical fire’s location, the shouting men could not see Lilith dart back up to Purdue’s bedroom. Once more in bed with the unconscious genius, Lilith logged into her phone transmission device and rapidly punched in the connection code. “Quickly,” she whispered in urgency, as the phone opened up the screen. “Quicker than that, for fuck’s sake.”
Charles voice was clear as he approached Purdue’s bedroom with a few men. Lilith bit her lip, waiting for the transmission of the Einstein Equation to finish loading at the Meerdaalwoud site.
“Sir!” Charles roared suddenly, hammering on the door. “Are you awake?”
Purdue was out cold and did not answer, causing a host of speculative suggestions in the corridor. Lilith could see the shadows of their feet under the door, but the upload was not yet completed. Again the butler hammered on the door. Lilith slipped the phone under the bedside table to continue its transmission, while she wrapped a satin sheet around her body.
Stammering toward the door, she cried, “Hang on, hang on, dammit!”
She opened the door, looking furious. “What in God’s name is your problem?” she hissed. “Keep it down! David is sleeping.”
“How can he sleep through this?” Charles asked sternly. With Purdue out cold, he owed the intrusive woman no respect. “What did you do to him?” he snapped at her, pushing her aside to ascertain the state of his employer.
“I beg your pardon?” she shrieked, deliberately neglecting a part of the sheet to distract the security men with a flash of nipple and hip. To her disappointment, they were too busy doing their job, and they kept her cornered until the butler gave them an answer.
“He is alive,” he reported, leering at Lilith. “Heavily drugged is more like it.”
“We had a lot to drink,” she defended fiercely. “Can he not have a bit of fun, Charles?”
“You, madam, are not here to entertain Mr. Purdue,” Charles retorted. “You have served your purpose here, so do us all a favor and return to the rectum that expelled you.”
Under the bedside table, the upload bar displayed a 100 % completion. The Order of the Black Sun had acquired the Dire Serpent in all its glory.
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Tripartite

When Sam called Masters, there was no answer. Nina was sleeping in the double bed of their hotel room, knocked out thanks to a strong sedative. She had some painkillers with her for the agony of the bruises and stitches, courtesy of the anonymous retired nurse who helped her get stitched up in Oban. Sam was exhausted, but his adrenaline levels refused to subside. In the faint lamp light on Nina’s side, he sat slouched over with his phone between his palms, his hands between his knees, thinking. He hit redial in hopes of getting Masters to pick up.
“Christ, it looks like everyone has boarded a fucking rocket and flow to the moon,” he seethed as softly as he could. Frustrated beyond words by not reaching Purdue or Masters, Sam thought to try Dr. Jacobs in hopes that he may already have located Purdue. To divert some of the anxiety, Sam turned up the television slightly. Nina had left it on to sleep with in the background, but he switched from the movie channel to Channel 8 for the international bulletin.
The news was full of smaller reports about things useless to Sam’s plight as he paced the room, calling one number after the other. He had arranged with Ms. Noble at the Post to procure tickets for him and Nina to get to Moscow in the morning, listing Nina as his historical advisor on this assignment. Ms. Noble was well acquainted with Dr. Nina Gould’s stellar reputation as well as the integrity of her name in academic circles. She would be a reputable associate to Sam Cleave’s report.
Sam’s phone rang, shaking him into overdrive for a second. At that moment, so many thoughts came and went as to who it might be, and what the state of affairs were. His phone screen displayed Dr. Jacobs’ name.
“Dr. Jacobs? Can we change dinner to the hotel here instead of your house?” Sam said right away.
“Are you psychic, Mr. Cleave?” Kasper Jacobs asked.
“Wh-why? What?” Sam frowned.
“I was about to advise you and Dr. Gould not to come to my apartment tonight, because I believe I have been ousted. Meeting with me would be detrimental at this location, so I am heading out to your hotel immediately,” the physicist informed Sam, rambling his words so fast that Sam could hardly keep up with the facts.
“Aye, Dr. Gould is a bit under the weather, but you only need me to summarize the details for my article,” Sam assured him. What bothered Sam the most was Kasper’s tone of voice. He sounded shaken up. Quivering, his words came with hasty intervals of breathiness.
“I am coming right now, and Sam, please make sure that nobody follows you. They might be watching your hotel room. See you in fifteen minutes,” Kasper said. The call ended, leaving Sam reeling.
Sam took a quick shower. When he was done, he sat down on the bed to zip up his boots. On the television screen he saw something familiar.
‘Delegates from China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States exiting the La Monnaie Opera House in Brussels to adjourn until tomorrow,’ the report stated. ‘The Atomic Energy Summit will continue on board a luxury train that will be hosting the rest of the symposium while en route to the main atomic reactor in Novosibirsk, Russia.’
“Nice,” Sam muttered. “As little information as possible about the location of the platform you are all boarding from, hey, McFadden? But I will find you and we will be on that train. And I will find Wolf for a little heart to heart.”
When Sam was done, he grabbed his phone and headed out. He checked on Nina one last time before closing the door behind him. From left to right, the corridor was vacant. Sam checked that nobody came out of any rooms while he was going for the elevator. He was going to wait in the lobby for Dr. Jacobs, ready to record all the dirty details of the reasons he was defecting to Belarus in a hurry.
Having a fag just outside the main entrance of the hotel, Sam saw a man in a coat approaching him with a deadly serious stare. He looked dangerous, his hair slicked back like a spy from a Seventies thriller.
‘Of all the moments to be unprepared,’ Sam thought, locking eyes with the fierce man. ‘Note to self. Get a new firearm.’
From his coat pocket the man’s hand emerged. Sam flicked his cigarette aside and braced himself to elude a bullet. But in his hand the man pinched what looked like an external hard drive. He came right up and grabbed the journalist by the collar. His eyes were wide and wet.
“Sam?” he wheezed. “Sam, they took my Olga!”
Sam threw up his hands and gasped, “Dr. Jacobs?”
“Yes, it is me, Sam. I Googled you to see what you looked like, so I could recognize you tonight. My God, they took my Olga, and I have no idea where she is! They are going to kill her if I do not go back to the compound where I built the vessel!”
“Hang on,” Sam immediately halted Kasper’s hysteria, “and listen to me. You have to calm down, understand? This is not helping.” Sam looked around, surveying their environment. “Especially when you could draw some unnecessary attention.”
Up and down the wet streets glimmering under pallid streetlights, he watched every movement to see who was watching. Not many people paid attention to the ranting man at Sam’s side, but a few pedestrians, mainly strolling couples, threw a quick look their way before carrying on their conversations.
“Come, Dr. Jacobs, let’s go inside and have a whiskey,” Sam suggested, ushering the shaking man gently through the glass sliding doors. “Or in your case, a few.”
They sat down at the bar of the hotel restaurant. Small ceiling mounted spot lights cast an atmospheric air on the place with soft piano music permeating through the restaurant. Low murmurs floated along with the clink of cutlery as Sam recorded his session with Dr. Jacobs. Kasper told him everything about the Dire Serpent and the exact physics involved, dreadful possibilities Einstein thought best to dispel. Finally, after he had spilled all the secrets of Clifton Tuft’s facility hosting the nefarious creations of the Order, he started sobbing. The distraught Kasper Jacobs could not keep himself together any longer.
“And now, when I got home, Olga was gone,” he sniffled, wiping his eyes with the back of his hands, trying to be inconspicuous. Sympathetically, the rugged journalist stopped the recording on his handheld and stroked the crying man’s back twice. Sam imagined what it would be like to be Nina’s partner, as he had been doing many times before, and pictured coming home to discover that she had been taken by the Black Sun.
“Jesus, Kasper, I am sorry, mate,” he whispered, motioning to the bartender to refill the tumblers with some Jack Daniels. “We are going to find her as soon as we can, okay? I promise you, they will not do anything to her before they can locate you. You fucked with their plans and someone knows. Someone with authority. They took her to get back at you, to make you suffer. That is what they do.”
“I do not even know where she could be,” Kasper wailed into his hands. “I am sure they killed her already.”
“Don’t talk like that, you hear?” Sam stopped him with conviction. “I just told you. We both know what the Order is like. They are a bunch of sore losers, Kasper, and their ways are immature in nature. They are bullies, and you of all people should know that.”
Kasper shook his head hopelessly, his movements retarded by sorrow, as Sam stuffed the glass into his hand and said, “Drink. You have to calm your nerves. Listen, how soon can you get to Russia?”
“Wh-what?” Kasper asked. “I have to find my girl. Fuck the train and the delegates. For all I care they can all perish as long as I can find Olga.”
Sam sighed. Had Kasper been in the privacy of his home, Sam would have slapped him like an obstinate brat. “Look at me, Dr. Jacobs,” he sneered, too tired to baby the physicist anymore. Kasper looked at Sam through bloodshot eyes. “Where do you think they took her? Where do you think they want to lure you to? Think! Think, for God’s sake!”
“You know the answer, don’t you?” Kasper guessed. “I know what you think. I am so fucking smart and I cannot figure it out, but Sam, I cannot think straight right now. Right now, I just need someone to think for me so that I can get some direction.”
Sam knew what that felt like. He had been in such an emotional state before, when nobody offered him any answers. This was his chance to help Kasper Jacobs find his way. “I am almost one hundred percent sure that they are taking her on the Siberian train with the delegates, Kasper.”
“Why would they do that? They have the experiment to concentrate on,” Kasper retorted.
“Don’t you see?” Sam explained. “Everyone on that train is a threat. Those elite passengers are the decision makers in atomic power research and proliferation. Countries that have veto powers only, have you noticed? The Atomic Energy Agency representative are also an obstacle to the Black Sun, because they regulate the management of nuclear energy suppliers.”
“That is a lot of political jabber, Sam,” Kasper moaned, downing his Jack. “Just tell me the basics, because I am sloshed already.”
“Olga will be on the Valkyrie, because they want you to come and look for her. If you do not rescue her, Kasper,” Sam whispered, but his tone was foreboding, “she will die with all the delegates on that fucking train! From what I know of the Order, they already have people in place to replace the deceased officials, transferring the control of the authoritarian states to the Order of the Black Sun under the guise of a shift in political monopoly. And it will all be legal!”
Kasper panted like a dog in the desert. No matter how many drinks he took, he remained devastated and thirsty. Inadvertently, he had become a key player in a game he never intended to become part of.
“I can get on a plane tonight,” he told Sam. Impressed, Sam patted Kasper on the back.
“Good man!” he said. “Now I am going to send this to Purdue on a secure e-mail. Asking him to cease work on the equation might be a bit optimistic, but at least with your testimony and the data on this hard drive, he can see for himself what is really going on. Hopefully he will understand that he is the puppet of his enemies.
“What if it gets intercepted?” Kasper speculated. “When I tried to call him my call was taken by some woman who obviously never gave him the message.”
“Jane?” Sam asked. “Was it during office hours?”
“No, after hours,” Kasper revealed. “Why?”
“Fuck me,” Sam gasped, remembering the bitchy nurse and her attitude problem, especially with Sam giving Purdue the equation. “You could be correct, Kasper. Oh my God, you could be dead on about that, come to think of it.”
Right there, Sam decided to also send the information to Ms. Noble at the Edinburgh Post, just in case Purdue’s e-mail server had been compromised.
“I am not going home, Sam,” Kasper remarked.
“Aye, you cannot go back. They might be watching or waiting,” Sam agreed. “Book in here and tomorrow, all three of us will embark on the rescue mission for Olga. Who knows, at the same time we may as well implicate Tuft and McFadden to the world and wipe them from the board just for fucking with us.”
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Wrichtishousis Tears

Purdue woke, in part reliving the agony of an operation. His throat felt like sandpaper and his head weighed a ton. From his curtains, a sliver of daylight filtered through and hit him between the eyes. Stumbling out of bed naked, he suddenly vaguely recalled a passionate night with Lilith Hurst, but he pushed it aside to concentrate on the wretched daylight he needed to rid his poor eyes of.
When he covered the light with the drapes, he turned to find the young beauty still asleep on the other side of his bed. No sooner had he seen her there, when Charles knocked softly. Purdue opened the door.
“Good afternoon, sir,” he said.
“Morning Charles,” Purdue snorted, holding his head. He felt a draft, and only then realized that he was starkers in front of the help. But it was too late to matter now, so he pretended that nothing was awkward between him and Charles. His butler, ever the professional, ignored the fact as well.
“May I have a word, sir?” Charles asked. “Of course, as soon as you are ready.”
Purdue nodded, but was surprised to see Lillian in the background, looking quite concerned as well. Quickly, Purdue’s hands shot to his crotch. Charles seemed to peer into the room at the sleeping Lilith and whispered to his master, “Sir, please do not let on to Miss Hurst that you and I have something to discuss.”
“Why? What is going on?” Purdue whispered. He could feel that something was amiss in his house this morning, and the mystery of it begged to be exposed.
“David,” a sensual groan came from the soft darkness of his bedroom. “Come back to bed.”
“Sir, I implore you,” Charles tried to reiterate quickly, but Purdue closed the door in his face. Glum and mildly angry, Charles stared at Lillian, who matched his emotion. She said nothing, but he knew that she felt exactly the same. Without a word, the butler and the housekeeper descended the stairs to the kitchen where they would discuss the next step in their employ under David Purdue.
Getting security involved was an obvious support for their claim, but until Purdue could unglue himself from the malicious seductress, they could not state their case. During the night, when the alarm went off, Charles was designated as the liaison for the household until Purdue was coherent again. The security company was just waiting for word from him, and they would call in to show Purdue the footage of the attempted sabotage. Whether it was just bad wiring was highly unlikely, considering Purdue’s rigid maintenance of his technology, and Charles intended to make that clear.
Upstairs, Purdue was having another roll in the hay with his new toy.
“Shall we sabotage that?” Lillian jested.
“I would love to, Lillian, but unfortunately I really like my job,” Charles sighed. “Can I make you a cup of tea?”
“That would be lovely, my dear,” she groaned, seating herself by the small modest kitchen table. “What are we going to do if he marries her?”
Charles almost dropped the porcelain cups at the thought. His lips quivered silently. Lillian had never seen him like that before. The epitome of composure and self-control was suddenly rendered anxious. Charles glared out the window, his eyes finding solace in the thick greenery of the grand gardens of Wrichtishousis.
“We cannot let that happen,” he replied sincerely.
“Maybe we should get Dr. Gould to come over and remind him what he is actually after,” Lillian suggested. “Besides, Nina will kick Lilith’s a…”
“Now, you wanted to see me?” Purdue’s words suddenly froze Lillian’s blood. She swung round to find her boss standing in the doorway. He looked like hell, but he was cogent.
“My God, sir,” she uttered, “can I get you some painkillers?”
“No,” he answered, “but I would very much appreciate a slice of dry toast and sweet black coffee. This is the worst hangover I have ever had.”
“You are not hungover, sir,” Charles said. “As far as I know the small amount of alcohol you consumed is not capable of rendering you unconscious in such a manner that you could not regain consciousness even during a midnight alarm raid.”
“Excuse me?” Purdue frowned at the butler.
“Where is she?” Charles asked plainly. His tone was stern, almost insubordinate, and that was a sure sign to Purdue that there was trouble.
“In the shower. Why?” Purdue replied. “I told her I am going to throw up in the lower toilet, because I felt nauseated.”
“Nice excuse, sir,” Lillian congratulated her boss while she got the toasted plugged in.
Purdue stared at her as if she was silly. “I did throw up because I do feel nauseated, Lily. What did you think? You thought I would lie to her just to entertain this conspiracy you all have against her?”
Charles snorted loudly at the shock of Purdue’s persistent oblivion. Lillian was just as upset about it, but she had to keep things relaxed before Purdue decided to dismiss his staff in a fit of distrust. “Of course not,” she told Purdue. “I was just jesting.”
“Don’t think that I do not follow what is going on in my own house,” Purdue warned. “You have all made it clear on several occasions that you disapprove of Lilith’s presence here, but you forget one thing. I am the master of this house and I know everything that happens between these walls.”
“Except when you are passed out from Rohypnol while your security detail and house staff have to contain the fire threat in your home,” Charles said. His utterance earned him a slap on the arm from Lillian, but it was too late. The floodgates of the loyal butler’s equanimity had been breached. Purdue’s face went ashen, even more than its already pasty complexion. “I apologize for being so forward, sir, but I will not stand idly by while some second-rate wench infiltrate my workplace and home to undermine the work of my employer.” Charles was as astonished by his outburst as the housekeeper and Purdue were. The butler looked at Lillian’s gaping expression and shrugged, “In for a penny, in for a pound, Lily.”
“I cannot,” she lamented. “I need this job.”
Purdue was so taken aback by Charles’ insults that he was quite literally speechless. The butler gave Purdue an indifferent look and added, “I regret to have to speak like this, sir, but I cannot allow that woman to endanger your life any further.”
Purdue stood up, feeling as if he walked into a sledgehammer, but he had something to say. “How dare you? You are in no position to make such accusations!” he thundered at the butler.
“He is only concerned for your wellbeing, sir,” Lillian tried, wringing her hands respectfully.
“Shut it, Lillian,” both men barked at her simultaneously, sending her into a crying frenzy. The sweet mannered housekeeper ran through the backdoor, not even bothering to complete her employer’s breakfast request.
“Look what you have caused, Charles,” Purdue sneered.
“It was not my doing, sir. The cause of all this discord is standing right behind you,” he told Purdue. Purdue looked behind him. Lilith stood there, looking like a puppy being kicked. Her subliminal manipulation of Purdue’s feelings knew no boundaries. She looked deeply hurt and terribly weak, shaking her head.
“I am so sorry, David. I tried to get them to like me, but it seems they just do not want to see you happy. I will be gone in thirty minutes. Just let me pack my things,” she said, turning to leave.
“Don’t you move, Lilith!” Purdue ordered. He looked at Charles, his blue eyes piercing the butler with disappointment and resentment. Charles had reached the end of his tether. “Her… or us… sir.”
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Calling in a Favor

Nina felt like a brand new woman after she had slept for seventeen hours in Sam’s hotel room. Sam, on the other hand, was exhausted, having hardly gotten any shuteye. After the disclosure of Dr. Jacobs’ secrets, he reckoned that the world was heading for disaster, no matter how good people tried to avert the atrocities of egocentric pricks like Tuft and McFadden. He hoped that he was not mistaken about Olga. It took him hours to convince Kasper Jacobs that there was hope, and Sam dreaded the hypothetical moment they should discover Olga’s body.
They joined with Kasper in the corridor of his floor.
“How did you sleep, Dr. Jacobs?” Nina asked. “I have to apologize for not being downstairs last night.”
“No, please do not worry, Dr. Gould,” he smiled. “Sam took care of me with age old Scottish hospitality, when it should have been I showing you two a Belgian welcome. After that much whiskey it was easy to sleep, even though the slumber sea was full of monsters.”
“I can relate,” Sam muttered.
“Don’t worry, Sam, I will help you all the way,” she consoled him, running her hand through his wild dark hair. “You did not shave this morning.”
“I figured that a rougher look is befitting of Siberia,” he shrugged as they stepped into the elevator. “Besides, it will keep my face warmer… and less recognizable.”
“Good thinking,” Kasper agreed lightheartedly.
“What is going to happen when we get to Moscow, Sam?” Nina asked in the canned silence of the lift.
“I will tell you on the plane. Only three hours to Russia,” he replied. His dark eyes shot up to the CCTV camera in the lift. “Cannot risk lip-reading.”
She followed his gaze and nodded. “Aye.”
Kasper delighted in the natural rhythm of his two Scottish associates, but it only reminded him of Olga and what terrible fate she may have faced already. He could not wait to step onto Russian soil, even if she had been taken elsewhere than what Sam Cleave speculated. As long as he could get even with Tuft, who was an integral part of the summit through Siberia.
“What airfield are they using?” Nina asked. “I cannot imagine they would use Domodedovo for such important people.”
“They are not. They are using a private airstrip to the northwest, called Koschei,” Sam elucidated. “I heard that at the opera theater when I slipped in, remember? It is privately owned by one of the Russian members of the International Atomic Energy Agency.”
“That smells suspicious,” Nina scoffed.
“It is,” Kasper affirmed. “Many of the members of the agency, as with the United Nations and the European Union, the Bilderberg delegates… are all in allegiance with the Order of the Black Sun. People refer to the New World Order, but nobody realizes that there is a far more sinister organization at work. Like a demon, it possesses these more familiar global organizations, and uses them as scapegoats before disembarking their vessels after the fact.”
“Interesting analogy,” Nina remarked.
“Actually, it is spot-on,” Sam agreed. “There is something innately dark about the Black Sun, something beyond global domination and elitist rule. It is almost esoteric in nature, using science to evolve.”
“That makes one think,” Kasper added, as the elevator doors opened, “that such a deep rooted and lucrative body would be practically impossible to destroy.”
“Aye, but we will keep growing on their genitals like a tenacious virus for as long as we have the power to make them itch and burn,” Sam smiled and winked, leaving the other two in stitches.
“Thanks for that, Sam,” Nina giggled as she tried to recover. “Speaking of interesting analogies!”
They took a taxi to the airport and hoped that they could make it to the private airfield on time to catch the train. One last time, Sam tried to call Purdue, but when a woman answered, he knew that Dr. Jacobs was right. He looked at Kasper Jacobs with an expression of alarm.
“What is wrong?” Kasper asked.
Sam’s eyes narrowed. “That was not Jane. I know Purdue’s personal assistant’s voice very well. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I fear Purdue is being held hostage. Whether he knows it or not, is irrelevant. I am calling Masters again. Someone should go and see what is going on at Wrichtishousis.” While they waited in the airline waiting area, Sam tried George Masters’ number again. He put the phone on speaker for Nina to hear, while Kasper went to get a coffee at the vending machine. To Sam’s surprise, George answered his phone, sounding sleepy.
“Masters?” Sam exclaimed. “Fucking hell! It is Sam Cleave. Where have you been?”
“Looking for you,” Masters replied sharply, suddenly a bit more cogent. “You gave Purdue the fucking equation after I explicitly told you not to.”
Nina listened attentively with wide eyes. She mouthed, “He sounds pissed as hell!”
“Look, I know,” Sam started his excuse, “but the research I did on it did not mention anything as threatening as what you told me.”
“Your research is useless, mate,” George snapped. “Did you really think this level of destruction is easy to access to just anyone? What, did you think you would find it on Wikipedia? Huh? Only those of us who know, we know what it can do. Now you have gone and fucked it all up, clever boy!”
“Listen, Masters, I have a way to prevent it from being used,” Sam suggested. “You can go to Purdue’s house, as my emissary, and explain it to him. Better yet, if you could get him out of there.”
“Why would I?” Masters played hardball.
“Because you want to stop this, right?” Sam tried to coax the mutilated man. “Hey, you totaled my car and took me hostage. You owe me a favor, I would say.”
“Do your own dirty work, Sam. I tried to warn you and you discarded my knowledge. You want to stop him from using the Einstein Equation? Do it yourself, if you are so chummy with him,” Masters growled.
“I am abroad, otherwise I would,” Sam elucidated. “Please, Masters. Just check on him.”
“Where are you?” Masters asked, seemingly ignoring Sam’s imploring.
“Belgium, why?” Sam answered.
“I just want to know where you are so that I can find you,” he told Sam in a menacing tone. Nina’s eyes stretched even larger at that. Her dark brown peepers glimmered under her scowl. She looked at Kasper way over by the machine, who wore a worrisome expression on his face.
“Masters, you can beat the snot out of me once this is over,” Sam attempted an accord with the furious scientist. “I will even throw a few punches to make it look two sided, but for Christ’s sake, please go to Wrichtishousis and tell the security at the gate to give your daughter a lift to Inverness.”
“Excuse me?” Masters roared, laughing heartily. Sam smiled quietly as Nina revealed her confusion in the dumbest, comical expression.
“Just tell them that,” Sam reiterated. “They will admit you and tell Purdue you are a friend of mine.”
“Then what?” the insufferable grouch jeered.
“Whatever you need to do to impart the dangerous element of the Dire Serpent on him,” Sam shrugged. “And be warned. There is a woman with him who thinks she controls him. Her name is Lilith Hurst, a nurse with a God-complex.”
Masters was dead quiet.
“Hey, can you hear me? Do not let her influence your conversation with Purdue…” Sam continued. He was interrupted by an unexpectedly soft response by Masters. “Lilith Hurst? Did you say, Lilith Hurst?”
“Aye, she was Purdue’s nurse, but apparently he finds a kindred in her because they share a love for science,” Sam informed him. Nina recognized the sound Masters made on the other side of the line. It was the sound of a distraught man recollecting a bad break-up. It was the sound of emotional turmoil still scathing.
“Masters, this is Nina, Sam’s associate,” she said suddenly, grabbing Sam’s arm to hold the phone steady for her. “Do you know her?”
Sam looked confused, but only because he did not have Nina’s female intuition on the subject. Masters breathed in hard and then slowly exhaled. “I know her. She was involved in the experiment that left me looking like Freddy fucking Krueger, Dr. Gould.”
Sam felt a jolt of horror strike his chest. He had no idea that Lilith Hurst was really a scientist beyond the walls of a hospital laboratory. At once, he realized that she posed a far bigger threat than he ever believed.
“Right, then, son,” Sam interrupted, striking while the iron is hot, “all the more reason for you to pay a visit and show Purdue what his new girlfriend is capable of.”
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All Aboard!

Koschei Airfield, Moscow — 7 hours later
When the summit delegation arrived at the Koschei Airstrip outside Moscow, it was not an unpleasant evening by most standards, but it was dark early. Everyone had been to Russia before, but never before had the relentless reports and proposals been presented on a moving luxury train with only the finest cuisine and accommodations money could buy. From the private jets, the guests stepped onto a smooth cement area that led into a simple, but opulent building — the Koschei Train Station.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Clifton Tuft smiled as he took his place in front of the entrance, “I would like to welcome you to Russia, on behalf of my associate and owner of the Valkyrie Trans-Siberian, Mr. Wolf Kretchoff!”
A resounding applause from the refined group showed their appreciation for the ingenious idea. Many of the representatives had previously voiced their wish that these symposiums would be held in more interesting environments, and finally it could be accommodated. Wolf stepped onto the small landing of the entrance where everyone waited, in order to explain.
“My friends and fine associates,” he preached in his heavy accent, “it is my honor and the privilege of my company, Kretchoff Security Conglomerate, to host this year’s meeting aboard our train. My company, in association with Tuft Industries, has been working on this project for the last four years and finally the brand new tracks will be put to use.”
Fascinated by the physically imposing businessman’s enthusiasm and eloquence, the delegates erupted in another applause. Hidden inside the far corner niche of the building, three figures crouched in the darkness, listening. Nina cringed at the sound of Wolf’s voice, still recalling his hateful blows. Neither she, nor Sam could believe that the common thug was an affluent citizen. To them he was just McFadden’s attack dog.
“The Koschei Strip has been my private landing strip for several years since I purchased the land, and today, I have the pleasure of introducing our own, elite train station,” he continued. “Please follow me.” With that, he walked through the doors with Tuft and Mc Fadden in his tracks, followed by the delegates, bustling with awed remarks in their respective languages. Through the small, but lavish, station they strolled, admiring the strong architecture in the vein of the Krutitsy Metochion. Its arches, three in number leading to the exit onto the platform, were constructed in Baroque fashion with a strong taste of medieval architecture blended in to keep to the harsh climate conditions.
“Simply phenomenal,” McFadden swooned, desperate to be heard. Wolf just smiled as he led the group to the exterior doors at the platform, but before exiting, he turned again to make a speech.
“And now, finally, ladies and gentlemen of the Atomic Renewable Energy Summit,” he roared, “I have one last pleasure to present. Behind me is another force majeure in our endless pursuit of excellence. Please come through to join me on her maiden voyage.”
The large Russian led them out onto the platform.
“I know he is not English speaking,” a member of the United Kingdom representatives told a colleague, “but I wonder if he meant to call this train a ‘force majeure’ or perhaps he misunderstood the phrase as something powerful?”
“I suppose he intended the latter,” the other speculated politely. “I am just grateful he even speaks English. Don’t you hate it when they have ‘conjoined twins’ lapping about everywhere to translate for them?”
“Too right,” the first delegate agreed.
Under a substantial tarp, the train waited. Nobody knew what it would look like, but by the size of it there was no doubt that it took an ingenious engineer to design it.
“Now, we wanted to keep some nostalgia in place, so we designed this wonderful machine in the same fashion as the old TE model while using Thorium-based nuclear power to drive the engine, instead of steam,” he smiled proudly. “What better way to fuel a locomotive of the future while hosting a symposium on the new energy alternatives available?”
Sam, Nina and Kasper lurked just behind the last line of representatives. At the mention of the nature of the train’s fuel, some of the scientists looked somewhat uncomfortable, but dared not object. Kasper gasped, though.
“What?” Nina asked under her breath. “What is wrong?”
“Thorium-based nuclear energy,” Kasper replied, looking absolutely horrified. “This is next level shit, my friends. As far as the world’s energy resources go, the Thorium alternative is still under consideration. As far as I know, such a fuel had not yet been harnessed to be used like this,” he explained softly.
“Will it explode?” she asked.
“No, well… you see, it is not as volatile as say, plutonium, but since it has the potential to be an immensely powerful energy, I am a little worried about the acceleration we are looking at here,” he clarified.
“Why?” Sam whispered, his face hidden under his hood. “Trains are supposed to go fast, aren’t they?”
Kasper tried to explain to them, but he knew that only physicists and the like would truly understand what concerned him. “Look, if this is a TE locomotive… that… that is a steam engine. It is like putting a Ferrari engine into a baby’s pram.”
“Oh shit,” Sam remarked. “Then why would their physicists not see that when they built the fucking thing?”
“You know what the Black Sun is like, Sam,” Kasper reminded his new friend. “They do not give a shit about safety, as long as they have the bigger dick.”
“Aye, you can bank on that,” Sam agreed.
“Fuck me!” Nina suddenly gasped in a hard whisper.
Sam gave her a long look. “Now? Now you give me the option?”
Kasper chuckled, smiling for the first time since he lost his Olga, but Nina was dead serious. She took a deep breath and pinched her eyes shut as she always did when checking her facts inside her head.
“You said the engine is a TE-model steam engine?” she asked Kasper. He nodded affirmatively. “Do you know what the TE really is?” she asked the men. They exchanged glances for a moment and shook their heads. Nina was about to drop a concise history lesson on them that explained a lot. “They were designated TE after they passed over into Russian ownership after the World War II,” she said. “During the Second World War they were produced as Kriegslokomotiven, ‘war locomotives’. They made a fuckload of them by altering the DRG 50 models into DRB 52’s, but after the war, they were assimilated into private ownerships of countries like Russia, Romania and Norway.”
“Nazi loco’s,” Sam sighed. “And I thought we had problems before. Now we have to find Olga while worrying about nuclear power under our arses. Jaysuss.”
“Like old times, hey, Sam?” Nina smiled. “When you were a reckless investigative journalist.”
“Aye,” he scoffed, “before I became a reckless explorer with Purdue.”
“Oh God,” Kasper moaned at the sound of Purdue’s name. “I hope he buys into your message about the Dire Serpent, Sam.”
“He will or he will not,” Sam shrugged. “We have done all we could from our side. For now, we should get on that train and find Olga. That should be all we care about until she is safe.”
On the platform, the impressed delegates cheered as the brand new, vintage-looking locomotive was unveiled. It was certainly a magnificent machine, although the new brass and steel gave it a grotesque, Steampunk touch that took from its spirit.
“How did you get us into this area so easily, Sam?” Kasper asked. “Owned by a prominent security affiliate of the meanest organization of villains in the world, you would think it was more difficult to get in here.”
Sam smiled. Nina knew that look. “Oh Christ, what did you do?”
“The Bratva hooked us up,” Sam answered, amused.
“The what?” Kasper whispered curiously.
Nina looked at Kasper. “The fucking Russian Mafia, Dr. Jacobs.” She sounded like an exasperated mother discovering once more that her son had repeated a crime. Many times before Sam toyed with the bad boys of the block to gain access to illegal things and Nina never stopped reprimanding him for it. Her dark eyes pierced his in silent judgment, but he smiled boyishly.
“Hey, against these Nazi pricks, you want this kind of ally,” he reminded her. “Sons of sons of gulag enforcers and gangs. In the world we move in, I thought you would have appreciated by now that throwing down the blackest ace always wins the game. There is no fair play when it comes to evil empires. There is only evil and worse evil. It pays to have a trump card up your sleeve.”
“Alright, alright,” she said. “You do not have to go all Martin Luther King on me. I just think it is a bad idea to be in the debt of the Bratva.”
“How do you know I have not paid them yet?” he teased.
Nina rolled her eyes. “Oh, come now. What did you promise them?”
Kasper seemed keen to hear the answer too. Both he and Nina leaned over and waited for Sam’s answer. Hesitating for the immorality of his answer, Sam knew he had to square with his companions. “I promised them something they want. The head of their competition.”
“Let me guess,” Kasper said. “Their competition is that Wolf guy, right?”
Nina’s face darkened at the mention of the thug, but she bit her tongue.
“Aye, they want the head of their competition, and after what he did to Nina, I will go out of my way to deliver,” Sam admitted. Nina felt warm at his devotion, but something about his choice of words struck her.
“Wait a minute,” she whispered. “You mean they want his actual head?”
Sam chuckled while Kasper winced on the other side of Nina. “Aye, they want him eradicated and made to look like one of his own associates did it. I know I am only a humble journalist,” he smiled through the bullshit, “but I have spent enough time among people like that to know how to frame someone.”
“Good God, Sam,” Nina sighed. “You are becoming more like them than you know.”
“I agree with him, Nina,” Kasper said. “In this line of work we cannot afford to play by the rules. We cannot even afford to maintain our values at this point. People like this, who are going to harm innocent people for their own benefit don’t deserve the blessing of good judgment Such individuals are a virus to the world and they merit the same treatment as a patch of mold on a wall.”
“Aye! That is exactly what I mean,” Sam said.
“I do not disagree at all,” Nina argued. “All I am saying is that we should make sure we do not become affiliates of people like the Bratva, just because we have a common enemy.”
“That is true, but we will never do that,” he assured her. “You know that we always know where we stand in the scheme of things. Personally, I enjoy the ‘you don’t fuck with me, I don’t fuck with you’-concept. And I shall stand by it for as long as I can.”
“Hey!” Kasper alerted them. “Looks like they are boarding. What do we do?”
“Wait,” Sam halted the eager physicist. “One of the platform conductors is Bratva. He will signal us.”
It took some time for the dignitaries to board the lavish train with its old world charm. From the engine, just like a common steam locomotive, white billows of steam appeared, expelled from the cast iron chimney. Nina took a moment to relish the beauty of it before perking up for the signal. Once everyone was on board, Tuft and Wolf shared a brief exchange of whispers ending in laughter. Then they synchronized watches and stepped through the last door of the second carriage.
A bulky man in uniform crouched to tie his shoe.
“That’s it!” Sam urged his companions. “That is our signal. We have to enter at the door where he ties his shoe. Come on!”
Under the dark dome of night the three set out to rescue Olga and derail whatever the Black Sun had planned for the global representatives they just captured voluntarily.

27
Lilith’s Bane

George Masters was amazed at the remarkable structure that loomed over the driveway as he pulled up his vehicle and parked where Wrichtishousis security had told him to. The night was mild, while the full moon glimpsed through passing clouds. All around the main entrance of the manor, tall trees whispered in the breeze, as if telling the world to hush. Masters felt an odd sense of peace mingle with his mounting apprehension.
Knowing that Lilith Hurst was inside only fueled his will to intrude. By now, security had notified Purdue that Masters was on his way up. Skipping up the crude marble steps of the front facade, Masters kept his mind focused on the task at hand. He had never been a good negotiator, but this would be a true test of his diplomacy. No doubt Lilith would react with hysteria, he figured, since she was under the impression that he was dead.
Opening the door, Masters was amazed to see the tall, slender billionaire himself. His white crown was well known, but there was not much else about his current condition reminiscent of the tabloid pictures and formal philanthropic parties. Purdue was stone-faced, whereas he was known for his cheerful, suave manner with people. Had Masters not known what Purdue looked like, he may well have thought that the man before him was a doppelganger from the dark side. Masters found it peculiar that the master of the manor would answer his own door, and Purdue was ever sharp enough to read his expression.
“I am between butlers,” Purdue remarked impatiently.
“Mr. Purdue, my name is George Masters,” Masters introduced himself. “Sam Cleave sent me to bring you a message.”
“What is it? The message, what is it?” Purdue asked abruptly. “I am very busy reconstructing a theory at the moment and I have little time to finish it, if you do not mind.”
“Actually, that is what I am here to talk about,” Masters answered eagerly. “I have to give you some insight on… well, on the… Dire Serpent.”
Suddenly Purdue snapped out of his daze and his eyes fell straight on the visitor with the wide brim hat and long coat. “How do you know about the Dire Serpent?”
“Allow me to explain,” Masters implored. “Inside.”
Reluctantly, Purdue combed the lobby with his eyes to see if they were alone. He was in a hurry to salvage what was left of the half-deleted equation, but he also needed to know as much about it. He stepped aside. “Come in, Mr. Masters.” Purdue gestured to the left, where the high door frame of the opulent dining room beckoned. Inside was the warm glow of the fire in the hearth. Its crackling was the only sound in the house, which gave the place an unmistakable air of melancholy.
“Brandy?” Purdue asked his guest.
“Thank you, yes,” Masters answered. Purdue wished him to remove his hat, but he did not know how to ask it of him. He poured the drink and motioned for Masters to sit down. As if Masters could feel the impropriety, he thought to apologize for his dress.
“I should just like to ask you to excuse my manners, Mr. Purdue, but I must wear this hat at all times,” he explained. “At least, in public.”
“May I ask why?” Purdue asked.
“Let me just say that I had an accident a few years ago that left me a little unattractive,” Masters said. “But if it is any consolation, I have a great personality.”
Purdue laughed. It was unexpected and wonderful. Masters could not smile, of course.
“I will get right to the point, Mr. Purdue,” Masters said. “Your discovery of the Dire Serpent is no secret among the scientific community, and I regret to tell you that the news has reached the more nefarious parties of the underground elite.”
Purdue frowned. “How? Only Sam and I have the material.”
“I am afraid not, Mr. Purdue,” Masters lamented. As Sam had requested, the burned man curbed his temper and general impatience to keep an even keel with David Purdue. “Since you returned from the Lost City, someone leaked the news to several covert websites and high profile businessmen.”
“That is preposterous,” Purdue scoffed. “I did not talk in my sleep after the operation, and Sam does not need the attention.”
“No, I agree. But there were others present while you were admitted to hospital, am I right?” Masters insinuated.
“Only medical staff,” Purdue replied. “Dr. Patel has no idea what the Einstein Equation means. The man is solely invested in reconstructive surgery and human biology.”
“What about nurses?” Masters asked deliberately, playing dumb and sipping his brandy. He could see Purdue’s eyes freeze as he gave it thought. Slowly, Purdue shook his head from side to side, while inside him, the issues of his staff with his new lover came to play.
‘No, it could not be,’ he thought. ‘Lilith is on my side.’ But the other voice in his reasoning came to the fore. It cordially reminded him of the alarm he could not hear the other night, the security headquarters suggesting that a female was spotted in the dark on their footage and the fact that he was drugged. Nobody else was in the mansion, apart from Charles and Lillian, and they profited nothing from the equation’s data.
As he sat pondering, another conundrum bothered him too, mostly the clarity of it, now that the suspicion of his beloved Lilith was introduced. His heart begged him to disregard the evidence, but his logic overrode his emotions just enough to keep an open mind.
“Perhaps a nurse,” he muttered.
Her voice cut through the tranquility of the room. “You do not seriously believe that crap, David,” Lilith gasped, playing the victim again.
“I did not say that I believed it, dear,” he corrected her.
“But you contemplated it,” she said, sounding hurt. Her eyes darted to the stranger on the sofa, hiding his identity under a hat and coat. “And who is this?”
“Please, Lilith, I am trying to have a conversation with my guest in private,” Purdue told her a little more firmly.
“Fine, if you want to let strangers into your house, who could very well be spies of that organization you cower from, that is your problem,” she snapped immaturely.
“Well, that is what I do,” Purdue responded rapidly. “After all, is that not what got you into my house?”
Masters wished he could smile. After what the Hurst’s and their colleagues did to him at Tuft Chemical Facility, she deserved to be buried alive, let alone get flack from her husband’s idol.
“I cannot believe you just said that, David,” she hissed. “I will not take this from some cloaked crook who comes in here and corrupts you. Have you told him you have work to do?”
Purdue looked at Lilith in disbelief. “He is a friend of Sam’s, my dear, and I am still the master of this house, if I may remind you?”
“Master of this house? Funny, because your own staff could not take your erratic behavior anymore!” she bitched. Lilith leaned to look around Purdue at the man with the hat she loathed for his interference. “I do not know who you are, sir, but you best leave. You are upsetting David’s work.”
“Why do you complain about finishing my work, my dear?” Purdue asked her calmly. Upon his face, a faint smile threatened to come through. “When you know full well that the equation was completed three nights ago already.”
“I know no such thing,” she retorted. Lilith was livid at the accusations, mostly because they were true and she feared that she was about to lose control of David Purdue’s affection. “Where do you get all these lies from?”
“Security cameras do not lie,” he argued, still keeping a serene tone.
“They show nothing but a moving shadow and you know it!” she defended heatedly. Her bitchiness gave way to tears in hopes of playing the pity card, but to no avail. “Your security people are in league with your house staff! Can you not see that? Of course they will insinuate that it was me.”
Purdue stood up and poured another brandy for him and his guest. “Would you like one too, my dear?” he asked Lilith. She uttered a yelp of exasperation.
Purdue added, “How else would so many dangerous scientists and businessmen find out that I discovered the Einstein Equation in the Lost City? Why were you so adamant for me to complete it? You transmitted incomplete data to your associates and that is why you are pushing me to complete it again. Without the solution, it is practically useless. You need to send those last few pieces in order for it to work.”
“That is correct,” Masters spoke for the first time.
“You! Shut the fuck up!” she shrieked.
Purdue would normally not allow someone to yell at his guests, but he knew that her hostility was a sign of admittance. Masters rose from his chair. With care, he slowly removed his hat under the electric light of the lamps while the firelight added nuance to his grotesque features. Purdue’s eyes froze in horror at the sight of the mutilated man. His speech had already given away that he was deformed, but the sight of him was quite worse than expected.
Lilith Hurst recoiled, but the man’s features were so mauled that she did not recognize him. Purdue allowed the man his moment, because he was immensely curious.
“Think back, Lilith, to the Tuft Chemical site in Washington DC,” Masters slurred.
She shook her head in fear, hoping that denying it would make it untrue. Flashbacks of her and Phillip setting up the vessel returned like jabbing blades in her forehead. She fell to her knees and held her head, keeping her eyes tightly closed.
“What is going on, George?” Purdue asked Masters.
“Oh Jesus, no, it cannot be!” Lilith wailed into her hands. “George Masters! George Masters is dead!”
“Why would you assume that, if you did not plan for me to be roasted? You and Clifton Tuft, Phillip and the other sick bastards used that Belgian physicist’s theory in hoped that you could claim the glory for yourselves, you bitch!” Masters drawled as he came toward the hysterical Lilith.
“We didn’t know! It was not supposed to burn up like that!” she tried to reason, but he shook his head.
“No, even an elementary school science teacher knows that that kind of acceleration will cause the vessel to combust with that much velocity,” Masters screeched down at her. “You tried then what you are going to try now, only this time you are doing it on a devilishly large scale, aren’t you?”
“Wait,” Purdue halted the revelation. “What large scale? What did they do?”
Masters looked at Purdue, his deep-set eyes glinting under his molten brow. A hoarse chuckle ensued from the slit that was left of his mouth.
“Lilith and Phillip Hurst were funded by Clifton Tuft to apply an equation roughly based on the infamous Dire Serpent to an experiment. I was working with a genius such as yourself, a man by the name of Kasper Jacobs,” he recounted in slow words. “They found out that Dr. Jacobs had solved the Einstein Equation, not the famous one, but a sinister possibility of physics.”
“The Dire Serpent,” Purdue murmured.
“This,” he hesitated to call her what he wished he could, “woman and her colleagues robbed Jacobs of the credit. They used me as a test subject, knowing that the experiment would kill me. The velocity on entry through the barrier disrupted the energy field in the facility, causing a monumental explosion, leaving me a molten mess of smoke and flesh!”
He grabbed Lilith by her hair. “Look at me now!”
She pulled a Glock from her jacket pocket and shot Masters pointblank in the head, before aiming it straight at Purdue.

28
Terror Train

On the trans-Siberian flash train, the delegates made themselves at home. The two-day trip promised all luxuries equal to any lavish hotel in the world, except for the swimming pool privileges nobody would appreciate in the Russian autumn anyway. Each large compartment was decked out with a queen sized bed, mini bar, en suite bathroom and heat.
The announcement was made that, due to the nature of the train’s construction, there would be no cellular or internet connections until the town of Tyumen.
“Tuft really went all out with the interiors, I must say,” McFadden grinned jealously. He was clutching his champagne glass and studying the interior decoration of the train, with Wolf beside him. Tuft joined them soon after. He looked focused, but relaxed.
“Heard from Zelda Bessler yet?” he asked Wolf.
“Nyet,” Wolf answered, shaking his head. “But she says that Jacobs fled Brussels after we took Olga. The goddamn coward probably thought he was next… had to get out. The best part is that he thinks that his leaving with his work leaves us empty.”
“Yes, I know,” the repulsive American grinned. “Maybe he is trying to be a hero and coming to rescue her.” They kept their laughter restrained to fit their image with the international council members McFadden asked Wolf, “Where is she, by the way?”
“Where do you think?” Wolf scoffed. “He is not a fool. He will know where to look.”
Tuft did not like the odds. Dr. Jacobs was a very sharp man, even though he was exceptionally naïve. He did not doubt that a scientist of his conviction would at least attempt to come after his girlfriend.
“As soon as we disembark at Tyumen, the project will be in full swing,” Tuft told the other two men. “By that time we must have Kasper Jacobs on this train, so that he can perish with the rest of the delegates. The dimensions he created for the vessel is calculated on the weight of this train, minus the collective weight of yourselves, myself and Bessler.”
“Where is she?” McFadden asked, looking around, but finding her absent form the large summit party.
“She is in the control booth of the train, waiting for the data Hurst owes us,” Tuft reported as softly as he could. “As soon as we get the rest of the equation, the project is locked. We leave during the stop at Tyumen, while the delegates are inspecting the town’s power reactor and having their senseless report lecture.” Wolf was scanning the guests on the train while Tuft laid out the plan for the perpetually uninformed McFadden. “By the time the train has continued on to the next town, they should notice that we have left… and that would be too late.”
“And you want Jacobs on the train with the symposium members,” McFadden clarified.
“That is right,” Tuft affirmed. “He knows everything and he was going to defect. God knows what would happen to our hard work if he leaked what we are working on.”
“Absolutely,” McFadden agreed. He turned his back slightly on Wolf to speak to Tuft under his breath. Wolf excused himself to run a security sweep of the delegates’ dining car. McFadden led Tuft aside.
“I know this might be the wrong time, but when will I be getting my…” he cleared his throat awkwardly, “grant for the second stage? I cleared off the opposition in Oban for you, so I can carry the motion to establish one of your reactors there.”
“You need more money already?” Tuft frowned. “I already backed your election and deposited the first eight million Euro into your offshore account.”
McFadden shrugged, looking terribly embarrassed. “I just want to consolidate my interests in Singapore and Norway, you know, just in case.”
“Just in case what?” Tuft asked impatiently.
“It is an uncertain political climate. I just need some insurance. A safety net,” McFadden groveled.
“McFadden, you will get paid when this project is completed. Only once the global decision makers of the NPT countries and the I.A.E.A. people come to a tragic end in Novosibirsk, their respective cabinets will have no choice but to appoint their successors,” Tuft explained. “All the current deputy presidents and ministerial candidates are members of the Black Sun. Once they are sworn in, we will have monopoly and only then, you will receive your second installment as a covert representative of the Order.”
“So, you are going to cause this train to derail?” McFadden pried. He was of so little consequence to Tuft and his big picture that he was not worth telling. Still, the more McFadden knew, the more he had to lose and that would tighten Tuft’s grip on his balls. Tuft put his arm around the insignificant judge and mayor.
“Outside Novosibirsk, on the other side of it, at the end of this railway track, is a massive mountainous structure Wolf’s associates have constructed,” Tuft explained in a most patronizing manner, since the mayor of Oban was a complete layman. “It is made of stone and ice, but inside it is an enormous pod that will harness and contain the immeasurable atomic energy created by the rip in the barrier. That capacitor will hold the generated energy.”
“Like a reactor,” McFadden guessed.
Tuft sighed. “Yes, like that. We have established pods like that in several countries all over the world. All we need is an extremely heavy object hurtling at an astounding speed to tear that barrier. Once we see what atomic power this train crash causes, we will know where and how to adjust the next fleet of vessels accordingly, for optimal efficiency.”
“Will they have passengers too?” McFadden asked curiously.
Wolf came up behind him and smirked, “No, only this one.”
* * *
In the back of the second carriage, the three stowaways waited for after dinner, so that they could start looking for Olga. It was very late already, but the overindulged guests were spending extra time drinking after dinner.
“I am freezing,” Nina complained in a quivering whisper. “Do you think we can get something warm to drink?”
Kasper was peeking around the door every few minutes. He was so focused on finding Olga that he felt no cold or hunger, but he could understand that the pretty historian was beginning to get chilly. Sam rubbed his hands together. “I have to find Dima, our Bratva man. I am sure he can get us something.”
“I will go get him,” Kasper offered.
“No!” Sam exclaimed, holding his hand out. “They know your face, Kasper. Are you insane? I will go.”
Sam left to find Dima, the fake conductor infiltrating the train with them. He found him in the second galley, sticking his finger in the Stroganoff behind the chef’s back. The entire staff were unaware of what was planned for the train. They assumed Sam was a very dressed-down guest.
“Hey man, can we get a flask of coffee?” Sam asked Dima.
The Bratva foot soldier scoffed. “This is Russia. Vodka makes warmer than coffee.”
An eruption of laughter among the chefs and waiters made Sam smile. “Aye, but coffee keeps you awake.”
“That is what woman is for,” Dima winked. Again, the staff howled in laughter and agreement. From nowhere, Wolf Kretchoff appeared through the opposing door, sending everyone into silence as they returned to their chores. It was too quick for Sam to escape out the other side, and he noticed that Wolf had seen him. In all his years as investigative journalism, he had learned not to panic before the first bullet flew. Sam watched the monstrous thug walk toward him with his crewcut and icy eyes.
“Who are you?” he asked Sam.
“Press,” Sam answered quickly.
“Where is your pass?” Wolf wanted to know.
“In our delegate’s room,” Sam replied, making it look as if Wolf was supposed to know the protocol.
“Which country?”
“United Kingdom,” Sam said with confidence, while his eyes pierced through the brute he could not wait to meet alone somewhere on the train. His heart jumped as he and Wolf stared each other down, but Sam felt not an iota of fear, only hate. “Why is your galley not equipped to serve coffee readily, Mr. Kretchoff? This is supposed to be a luxury train.”
“You work for media or do you work for a woman’s magazine, rating service?” Wolf ridiculed Sam, while only the clatter of knives and pots could be heard around the two men.
“If I did, you would not get a good review,” Sam snapped plainly.
Dima stood at the stove, arms folded, watching the scenario. He was ordered to usher Sam and his friends safely along the Siberian landscape, but not to interfere and blow his cover. Still, he despised Wolf Kretchoff, as they all did in his chapter. Finally, Wolf just turned and walked toward the door where Dima was standing. Once he was out, and everyone relaxed, Dima looked at Sam, exhaling in great relief. “Now you want vodka?”
* * *
After everyone had retired, only the narrow corridor lights illuminated the train. Kasper was rearing to go and Sam was strapping on one of his new favorites — a rubber collar with a mounted camera he used for diving, but Purdue had improved it for him. It would stream whatever footage it recorded to an independent server Purdue had set up just for this purpose. At the same time, it saved recorded footage on a miniscule memory card. This avoided Sam getting caught filming where he should not.
Nina was designated to guard the nest, communicating with Sam via a tablet linked to his watch. Kasper watched all the synching and linking, fitting and preparation while the train hummed softly along. He shook his head. “Geez, you two are like MI6 characters.”
Sam and Nina chuckled and looked at each other with a naughty amusement. Nina whispered, “That remark is more uncanny than you think, Kasper.”
“Alright, I will search the engine room and front and you do the carriages and galleys, Kasper,” Sam delegated. Kasper did not care what side of the train he had to start searching, as long as they found Olga. With Nina guarding their makeshift base, Sam and Kasper proceeded forward until they reached the first carriage, from where they split up.
Sam crept past the compartments in the hum of the gliding train. He did not like the idea of tracks not clacking to that hypnotic rhythm of old when the steel wheels still caught the joints in tracks. When he reached the dining room he noticed that, two sections up, a faint light was coming from the double doors.
‘The engine room. Could she be there?’ he wondered as he proceeded. His skin was ice cold even under his clothing, which was strange, since the entire train had climate control in place. Perhaps it was the lack of sleep or maybe it was the prospect of finding Olga dead that gave Sam chills.
With great stealth, Sam unlocked and passed the first door, entering the Staff Only section just before the engine. It puffed like an old steamer and Sam found it oddly soothing. He heard voices in the engine room, which stimulated his natural instinct to investigate.
“Please, Zelda, you cannot be so negative,” Tuft told the woman in the control room. Sam set his camera to another capture setting to optimize visibility and sound.
“She is taking too long,” Bessler complained. “Hurst is supposed to be one of our best, and here we are, onboard, and she still has to send the last few digits.”
“Remember, she told us that Purdue was completing it as we speak,” Tuft said. “We are almost at Tyumen. Then we can get off and watch from a distance. As long as you set the acceleration to hypersonic after the group gets back on, we can manipulate the rest.”
“No, we cannot, Clifton!” she hissed. “That is precisely the point. Until Hurst sends me the last variable solution, I cannot program the speed. What happens if we cannot set the acceleration before they all get back on for the bad stretch? Do we just give them a nice train ride to Novosibirsk? Don’t be a fucking idiot.”
Sam caught his breath in the dark. ‘Acceleration to hypersonic speed? Jesus Christ, that will kill everyone, not to mention the nature of the impact once we run out of tracks!’ his inner voice warned. Masters was right after all, Sam thought. He hurried back to the back of the train, speaking on the com device. “Nina. Kasper,” he whispered. “We have to find Olga now! If we are still on this train after Tyumen, we are fucked.”

29
The Break Up

Glasses and bottles exploded above Purdue’s head as Lilith opened fire. He had to take a long dive in behind the bar counter near the hearth, because he was too far from Lilith to subdue her before she got to squeeze the trigger. Now he was cornered. He grabbed a bottle of tequila and swung the open bottle so that the contents splattered all over the counter. From his pocket, he pulled the lighter he had used to start the fire in the hearth and set the alcohol on fire to distract Lilith.
The moment the flames ignited along the bar he leapt up and came at her. Purdue was not as fast as always, with the impairment caused by his fairly new operation cuts. Fortunately for him she was a bad shot when skulls were not a few inches from her and he heard her clap off three more. Smoke billowed from the counter as Purdue tackled Lilith, trying to pry the gun from her.
“And I was trying to help you regain some interest in science!” he growled under the pressure of the struggle. “Now you have just proven that you are a cold blooded killer, just as this man said you were!”
She struck Purdue with her elbow. Blood coursed through his sinuses and spilled from his nose, blending with that of Masters on the floor. She hissed, “All you had to do was to complete the equation again, but you had to betray me for the trust of a stranger! You are as bad as Phillip said you were when he died! He knew you were just a selfish bastard that placed more value in relics and extorting foreign countries’ treasures than giving a shit for the people who admire you.”
Purdue decided not to feel guilty about that anymore.
“Look what caring about people brought me, Lilith!” he countered, throwing her down on the ground. Masters’ blood clung to her clothing and legs as if it was possessing his killer and she screamed at the thought. “You are a nurse,” Purdue huffed, trying to slam her gun hand on the floor. “It is only blood, is it not? Take your goddamn medicine!”
Lilith played dirty. With all her power, she gouged at Purdue’s fresh scars, evoking a cry of agony from him. At the door she could hear the security trying to get it, calling Purdue’s name while the smoke alarm went haywire. Lilith abandoned the idea of killing Purdue, opting for escape. But not before she rushed down the stairs to the server room to retrieve the last part of the data that was static on the old machine once again. She jotted them down with Purdue’s pen and raced upstairs to his bedroom to collect her bag and communication devices.
Downstairs, security slammed on the door, but Purdue wanted to catch her while she was near. If he opened the door for them, Lilith would have time to flee. With his entire body aching and burning from her onslaught, he hastened up the stairs to intercept her.
Purdue ran right into her at the entrance to the dark hallway. Looking like she had been in a fight with a lawnmower, Lilith aimed the Glock straight at him. “Too late, David. I just transmitted the last part of the Einstein Equation to my associates in Russia.”
Her finger started squeezing, leaving him no escape this time. He had counted her rounds, and she still had half a clip left. Purdue did not want to spend his last moments chastising himself for his terrible weaknesses. He had nowhere to dart to with both corridor walls flanking him, and security men were still storming the doors. Downstairs, a window broke and they heard the unit finally breach the house.
“Sounds like it is time for me to go,” she smiled through broken teeth.
From behind her, a tall figure appeared in shadow, his jab landing firmly at the base of her skull. Lilith collapsed instantly, revealing her assailant to Purdue. “Yes, madam, I venture to say it is high fucking time you do,” the rigid butler said.
Purdue screeched in delight and relief. His knees buckled, but Charles caught him just in time. “Charles, are you a sight for sore eyes,” Purdue mumbled as his butler switched on the light to help him to his bed. “What are you doing here?”
He sat Purdue down and looked at him as if he was crazy. “Well, sir, I live here.”
Purdue was exhausted and in pain, his house smelled like a furnace and a dead man decorated his dining room floor, yet he was laughing with joy.
“We heard the gunshots,” Charles explained. “I came to collect my things from my apartment. Since the security detail could not get in, I entered via the kitchen as I always do. I still have my key, see?”
Purdue was deliriously happy, but he had to get Lilith’s transmission device before he passed out. “Charles, can you get her bag and bring it in here? I do not want the police to give it back to her once they arrive.”
“Of course, sir,” the butler replied, as if he had never left.

30
Chaos, Part I

The Siberian early morning cold was a special sort of hell. Where Nina, Sam and Kasper hid, the heating was not a feature. It was more like a small storeroom for tools and extra linen, even though the Valkyrie was heading for disaster, and hardly needed to store comfort items. Nina was shivering profusely, rubbing her gloved hands together. Hoping they have found Olga, she waited for Sam and Kasper to return. On second thought, she knew that, had they discovered her, it would have caused some sort of commotion.
The information Sam conveyed scared Nina to death. After all the danger she had faced on Purdue’s expeditions, she did not want to think about meeting her end in an atomic explosion in Russia. He was on his way back, searching the dining car and galleys. Kasper was checking the empty compartments, but he had a strong suspicion that Olga would be held by one of the main villains on the train.
Right at the back of the first carriage, he stopped in front of Tuft’s compartment. Sam had reported seeing Tuft with Bessler in the engine room, which struck Kasper as the perfect moment to investigate Tuft’s vacant room. With his ear to the door, he listened. There was no sound other than the train’s creaks and heaters. Of course, the compartment was locked when he tried the door. Kasper examined the panels next to the door in order to find a way into the room. He pried the steel coating sheet from the edge of the doorway, but it proved too strong.
Something caught his eye under the wedged sheet, something that sent a chill through him. Kasper gasped as he recognized the titanium under-panel and the construction of it. Something thumped inside the room, compelling him to find a way in.
‘Use your head. You are an engineer,’ he told himself.
If this was what he thought it was, he knew how to open the door. Briskly, he stole back to the back room where Nina was, hoping to find what he needed among the tools.
“Oh, Kasper, you will give me a heart attack!” Nina whispered when he rounded the door. “Where is Sam?”
“Don’t know,” he replied hastily, looking totally preoccupied. “Nina, please find me anything in the way of a magnet. Quickly, please.”
She could see by his urgency that there was no time to enquire, so she started rummaging through the panel boxes and shelves to look for a magnet. “Are you sure they would have magnets on the train?” she asked him.
His breathing accelerated as he searched. “This train runs on a magnetic field, emitted by the tracks. They are bound to have loose pieces of cobalt or iron in here.”
“What does it look like?” she wanted to know, holding something in her hand.
“No, that is just an angle cock,” he remarked. “Look for something more dull. You know what a magnet looks like. That kind of material, but just bigger.”
“Like this one?” she asked, provoking his impatience, but she was only trying to help. With a sigh, Kasper humored her and took a look at what she had. In her hands, she had lifted up a gray disc.
“Nina!” he exclaimed. “Yes! That is perfect!”
A peck on her cheek rewarded Nina for finding a way into Tuft’s room and before she knew it, Kasper was out the door. He ran right into Sam in the dark, both men crying out at the sudden start.
“What are you doing?” Sam asked in an urgent tone.
“I am going to use this to get into Tuft’s room, Sam. I am almost certain he had Olga in there,” Kasper rushed, trying to push past Sam, but Sam blocked him off.
“You cannot go there now. He just came back to his compartment, Kasper. That is what drove me back here. Get back inside with Nina,” he commanded, checking the corridor behind them. Another figure was coming, a large and imposing figure.
“Sam, I need to get her,” Kasper moaned.
“Aye, and you will, but use your head, man,” Sam replied, pushing Kasper unceremoniously into the storeroom. “You cannot get in there while he is there.”
“I can. I will just kill him and take her,” the distraught physicist whined, grasping at reckless possibilities.
“Just sit down and relax. She is not going anywhere until tomorrow. At least we have an idea where she is, but for now, we need to shut the hell up. Wolf is coming,” Sam said sternly. Again, the mention of his name made Nina feel sick. The three cowered down and sat dead still in the darkness, listening to Wolf marching past, checking the corridor. Shuffling his feet, he stopped in front of their door. Sam, Kasper and Nina held their breath. Wolf fiddled with the door handle of their hiding place and they braced themselves for discovery, but instead, he locked the door firmly and walked away.
“How are we going to get out?” Nina wheezed. “This is not a compartment that can unlock from the inside! It has no lock!”
“Don’t worry,” Kasper said. “We can open this door like I was going to open Tuft’s.”
“With a magnet,” Nina replied.
Sam was confused. “Do tell.”
“I think you are right that we have to get off this train the first chance we get, Sam,” Kasper said. “You see, this is not really a train. I recognize its construction, because… I built it. This is the vessel I have been working on for the Order! This is the experimental vessel they planned to use, to rip the barrier by speed, weight and velocity. When I tried to get into Tuft’s room I found the underlying panels, magnetic sheets I arranged on the vessel at the construction site at Meerdaalwoud. This is the big brother of an experiment that went horribly wrong a few years ago, the reason I deserted the project and Tuft’s employ.”
“Oh my God!” Nina gasped. “This is an experiment?”
“Aye,” Sam agreed. It all made sense now. “What Masters explained was that they will use the Einstein Equation Purdue found in the Lost City to accelerate this train — this vessel — to hypersonic speed to enable a punch in dimensions?”
Kasper sighed with a heavy heart. “And I built it. They have a pod that will capture disrupted atomic energy at the site of impact and harness it, like a capacitor. They have many in several countries, including your hometown, Nina.”
“That is why they used McFadden,” she realized. “Fuck me.”
“We have to wait till morning,” Sam shrugged. “Tuft and his goons are disembarking at Tyumen, where the delegation will inspect the Tyumen power station. The catch is that they are not getting back on with the delegation. After Tyumen, this train is heading straight for the mountain past Novosibirsk, accelerating every second.”
* * *
The next day, after a cold night of hardly any sleep, the three stowaways heard the Valkyrie enter the station at Tyumen. Over the intercom, Bessler announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our first inspection, the town of Tyumen.”
Sam was holding Nina tightly, trying to keep her warm. He psyched himself up with short breaths and looked at his companions. “The moment of truth, people. Once they are all off the train, we each take a compartment and look for Olga.”
“I broke the magnet in three, so that we can gain entrance where we need to,” Kasper said.
“Just play it cool if you run into waiters or other staff. They don’t know that we are not with the group,” Sam advised. “Let’s go. We have an hour, tops.”
The three split up, moving through the stationary train, bit by bit to find Olga. Sam wondered how Masters got on with his mission and if he had managed to sway Purdue not to complete the equation. As he searched in cupboards, under bunks and tables, he heard the galley bustling as they packed up to leave. Their shift was finished on this train.
Kasper continued with his plan to get into Tuft’s room, and his second plan was to keep the delegation from boarding the train again. Using magnetic manipulation, he gained entrance to the room. As he stepped into the room, Kasper let out a scream of panic that both Sam and Nina heard. On the bed, he saw Olga, restrained and brutalized. Worse, he saw Wolf sitting on the bed with her.
“Hello, Jacobs,” Wolf grinned in his impish way. “I was waiting just for you.”
Kasper had no idea what to do. He thought Wolf had accompanied the others and seeing him perch next to Olga was a living nightmare. With a wicked cackle, Wolf lunged forward and grabbed Kasper. Olga’s screams were muffled, but she fought so hard against her restraints that her skin peeled off in places. Kasper’s blows were futile against the steel torso of the thug. From the corridor, Sam and Nina stormed in to aid him.
When Wolf saw Nina, his eyes froze on her. “You! I killed you.”
“Fuck you, you freak!” Nina defied him, keeping her distance. She distracted him just long enough to Sam to take action. In full force, Sam kicked out Wolf’s knee, splitting it at the patella. Roaring in pain and fury, Wolf sank, leaving his face wide open for Sam to hail down his fists. The thug was used to a fight, and got a few shots into Sam.
“Free her and get off the bloody train! Now!” Nina shouted at Kasper.
“I have to help Sam,” he protested, but the feisty historian grabbed his arm and shoved him toward Olga.
“If you two do not get off this train, all of this will have been for nothing, Dr. Jacobs!” Nina shrieked. Kasper knew she was right. There was no time to argue or think of alternatives. He untied his girlfriend while Wolf was folding Sam over with a solid knee to the gut. Nina tried to find something to knock him out with, but thankfully she was joined by Dima, the Bratva liaison. Knowing his way around close combat, Dima quickly put Wolf down, saving Sam another blow to the face.
Kasper carried the severely injured Olga out and looked back at Nina before stepping off the Valkyrie. The historian blew them a kiss and gestured for them to take off before she disappeared into the room once more. He had to get Olga to a hospital, asking passers by where the nearest medical facility was. They immediately assisted the injured couple, but in the distance, the delegation was returning.
Zelda Bessler had received the transmission Lilith Hurst had sent through before she was overwhelmed by the butler at Wrichtishousis, and the timer on the engine was set to go. Flashing red lights under the panel marked the engagement of a remote control device held by Clifton Tuft. She heard the group returning to board, and made her way to the back of the train to abandon the vessel. Hearing the commotion in Tuft’s room, she tried to pass, but Dima stopped her.
“You stay!” he shouted. “Get back to the control room and disengage!”
Zelda Bessler was momentarily stunned, but what the Bratva soldier did not know, was that she was armed, just like him. She opened fire on him, ripping his abdomen into ribbons of crimson flesh. Nina kept quiet as not to draw attention. Sam was out cold on the floor, and so was Wolf, but Bessler had a lift to catch and thought them dead.
Nina was trying to revive Sam. She was strong, but there was no way she could carry him out. To her dismay, she felt the train begin to move, the recorded announcement coming over the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back on the Valkyrie. Our next inspection will be at the city of Novosibirsk.”

31
Corrective Measures

After the police left the Wrichtishousis grounds with George Masters in a body bag ad Lilith Hurst in shackles, Purdue trudged through the dismal surroundings of his lobby and adjacent drawing room and dining room. He surveyed the damage to the place, by way of bullet holes in his rosewood wall panels and furniture. He glared at the bloodstains on his expensive Persian tapestries and carpets. The incinerated bar counter and ceiling damage was going to take a while to repair.
“Tea, sir?” Charles asked, but Purdue looked like hell on legs. Silently, Purdue soldiered on to his server room. “I would like some tea, thank you, Charles.” Purdue’s eye caught the figure of Lillian standing in the kitchen door, smiling at him. “Hey, Lily.”
“Hey, Mr. Purdue,” she beamed, happy to know that he was okay.
Purdue went into the dark seclusion of the warm, humming chamber, alive with electronics, where he felt most at home. He had examined the telltale signs of the deliberate sabotage of his wiring and shook his head. “And they wonder why I stay single.”
He decided to catch up on messages via his private servers, and was astonished to find dark and baleful news from Sam, even though it was a bit late. Purdue’s eyes ran across the words of George Masters, the information of Dr. Kasper Jacobs, along with the full interview Sam conducted with him about the clandestine plan to kill the delegates. Purdue remembered that Sam was heading to Belgium, but he had not heard from him since.
Charles brought in his tea. The aroma of Earl Grey in the hot odor of the computer fans was heaven to Purdue. “I cannot apologize enough, Charles,” he told the butler who saved his life. “I am ashamed at how easily I am influenced and how I acted, all for a goddamn woman.”
“And for the sexy long division weakness,” Charles jested in his dry way. Purdue had to laugh, while his body ached. “All is well, sir. As long as all ends well.”
“It will,” Purdue smiled, shaking Charles’ gloved hand. “Do you know when this came in or has Mr. Cleave called?”
“Unfortunately not, sir,” the butler replied.
“Dr. Gould?” he asked.
“No, sir,” Charles answered. “Not a word. Jane will be back tomorrow, if that helps.”
Purdue looked at his satellite communication device, his e-mail and his personal cell phone and found them all riddled with missed calls from Sam Cleave. When Charles left the room, Purdue was shaking. The amount of chaos brought on by his obsession with the Einstein Equation was reprehensible and he had to start cleaning house, so to speak.
On his desk was Lilith’s purse contents. He had handed over her already ransacked bag to the police. Among the technology she carried, he found her transmitter. When he saw that the completed equation had been sent through to Russia, Purdue’s heart stopped.
“Holy shit!” he gasped.
At once, Purdue jumped up. He took a quick swig of tea and rushed to another server that could accommodate signaling via satellite. His hands were shaking as he hastened. As soon as the link was established, Purdue started writing a code like a madman, triangulating the visible feed to trace the position of the receiver. At the same time, he traced the remote device controlling the object the equation was sent to.
“Wanna play war games?” he asked. “Let me remind you who you are up against.”
* * *
While Clifton Tuft and his lackeys were eagerly sipping martini’s and excitedly waited for the fruition of their lucrative disaster, their limousine was heading northeast toward Tomsk. Zelda had the transponder that controlled the locks and impact data of the Valkyrie.
“How is it going?” Tuft asked.
“Currently accelerating as planned. They should approach Mach 1 in about twenty minutes,” Zelda reported smugly. “Looks like Hurst did her job after all. Did Wolf take his own convoy?”
“No idea,” McFadden said. “I tried calling him but his cell phone is switched off. To tell you the truth, I am glad I do not have to deal with him anymore. You should have seen what he did to Dr. Gould. I almost, almost, felt sorry for her.”
“He did his part. He probably went home to fuck his spotter,” Tuft growled with perverse laughter. “I saw Jacobs on the train last night, by the way, fiddling with my room door.”
“Good, then he is taken care of as well,” Bessler grinned, happy to take his place as project manager.
* * *
Meanwhile, aboard the Valkyrie, Nina was desperately trying to wake Sam. She could feel the train accelerate every now and then. Her body did not lie, feeling the g-force effects of the speeding train. Outside in the corridor, she could hear the confused mumbling of the international delegation. They, too, felt the train’s thrust and with no galley or bar available, they were beginning to get suspicious of the American magnate and his associates.
“They are not here. I checked,” she heard the United States representative tell the others.
“Maybe they stay behind?” the Chinese delegate guessed.
“Why would they forget to board their own train?” someone else speculated. Somewhere in the neighboring carriage, someone started to vomit. Nina did not want to cause panic by clarifying the situation, but it would be better than allowing them all to speculate and run amok
Peeking out the door, Nina gestured for the head of the Atomic Energy Agency to approach her. She closed it behind her so that the man would not see the unconscious body of Wolf Kretchoff.
“Sir, my name is Dr. Gould from Scotland. I can tell you what is going on, but I need you to stay calm, do you understand?” she started.
“What is this about?” he asked abruptly.
“Listen carefully. I am not your enemy, but I know what is happening and I need you to address the delegation to explain, while I try to solve the problem,” she said. Slowly, and calmly, she relayed the information to the man. She could see him growing increasingly terrified, but she kept her tone as serene and controlled as possible. His face went ashen, but he kept his composure. Nodding at Nina, he left to speak to the others.
She rushed back into the room ad tried to rouse Sam.
“Sam! Wake up, for Christ’s sake! I need you!” she whined, slapping Sam on the cheek, trying not to get so frustrated that she would wallop him. “Sam! We are going to die. I want some company!”
“I’ll keep you company,” Wolf said snidely. He had woken from the devastating blow Dima gave him, happy to see the dead Mafia soldier at the foot of the bunk, where Nina was crouching over Sam.
“God, Sam, if there is a good time to wake up it is now,” she muttered, slapping him. Wolf’s laugh evoked sheer terror in Nina, forcing her to reminisce about his brutality on her. He crept over the bed, his face bloodied and obscene.
“You want more?” he sneered, his teeth lined with blood. “I make you scream more this time, eh?” He laughed savagely.
It was evident that Sam was not reacting to her. Nina surreptitiously reached for Dima’s ten-inch khanjali, a magnificent and deadly sharp dagger holstered under his arm. Once in her grip, she had more confidence, and Nina was not afraid to admit to herself that she appreciated the opportunity to get back at him.
“Spasibo, Dima,” she muttered as her eyes locked on the predator.
What she did not expect, was his sudden launch at her. His enormous body came down on the side of the bed to crush her, but Nina reacted rapidly. Rolling away, she evaded his attack and waited for the moment he would hit the floor. Nina extended the knife, placing it right under his throat, impaling the Russian thug with the expensive suit. The blade penetrated his throat and sank right through. She could feel the tip of the steel dislodge the vertebrae of his neck, severing his spinal cord.
Hysterical, Nina could take no more. The Valkyrie accelerated some more, pushing the bile in her up to her throat. “Sam!” she screamed until her voice broke. It did not matter, since the delegates in the dining car were similarly distressed. Sam woke up, his eyes dancing around in their sockets. “Wake the fuck up!” she screamed.
“I’m up!” he winced, groaning.
“Sam, we have to get to the engine room now!” she sniffed, weeping in shock from her fresh ordeal with Wolf. Sam sat up to hold her and he saw the leaking neck of the monster.
“I got him, Sam,” she cried.
He smiled, “I could not have done a better job.”
Sniffling, Nina got up and rearranged her clothes. “Engine room!” Sam said. “It is the only place with reception, I’m positive.” They quickly washed and wiped their hands in the basin and rushed to the front of the Valkyrie. Passing through the delegates, Nina tried to reassure them, even though she was convinced that they were all heading for Hades.
Once inside the engine room, they scrutinized the flickering lights and controls.
“None of this has anything to do with this train’s controls,” Sam shrieked in frustration. He got his phone from his pocket. “Jesus, I cannot believe it is still working,” he remarked, trying to find a signal. The train kicked up another notch, and screams filled the carriages.
“You cannot call out, Sam,” she frowned. “You know that.”
“I am not calling,” he coughed at the force of the speed. “Soon we will not be able to move. Then our bones will start to snap.”
She leered at him. “I don’t need to hear this.”
He punched a code into the phone, a code Purdue gave him to tap into a satellite tracking system that needed no service to work. “Please God, let Purdue see this.”
“Long shot,” Nina said.
He looked at her with conviction. “Our only shot.”

32
Chaos, Part II

Railway Clinical Hospital — Novosibirsk
Olga was still in a serious state, but she was out of ICU, recovering in a private room paid for by Kasper Jacobs, who stayed by her bedside. Now and then, she would regain consciousness and talk a little, only to slumber again.
He was fuming at the fact that Sam and Nina had to pay for what his service to the Black Sun had caused. Not only did this upset him, but he was furious that the American slimebag Tuft got to survive the looming tragedy, and get to celebrate it with Zelda Bessler and that Scottish loser, McFadden. But what drove him over the top, was knowing that Wolf Kretchoff would get away with what he did to Olga and Nina.
Pondering to an extent of insanity, the troubled scientist tried to find a way to do something. On his positive side, he decided that all was not lost yet. He called Purdue, just as he did when he first tried incessantly to get hold of him, only this time, Purdue answered.
“My God! I cannot believe I got hold of you,” Kasper gasped.
“I have been a little sidetracked, I’m afraid,” Purdue replied. “Is this Dr. Jacobs?”
“How did you know?” Kasper asked.
“I can see your number on my satellite tracker. Are you with Sam?” Purdue asked.
“No, but he is why I am calling,” Kasper replied. He explained everything to Purdue, up to where he and Olga had to leave the train, and had no idea where Tuft and his minions were headed. “I believe Zelda Bessler has the remote to the control panels of the Valkyrie, though,” Kasper told Purdue.
The billionaire smiled in the glimmer of his computer screen. “So, that is what that is?”
“You have a position?” Kasper cried excitedly. “Mr. Purdue, can I have that tracking code, please?”
Purdue had learned, by reading Dr. Jacobs’ theories, that the man was a genius in his own right. “Do you have a pen?” Purdue grinned, feeling like his old giddy self again. He was manipulating the situation again, untouchable with his technology and intelligence, just like old times. He checked the signal from Bessler’s remote device and gave Kasper Jacobs the tracking code. “What are you going to do?” he asked Kasper.
“I am going to use a failed experiment to enforce a successful eradication,” Kasper replied coolly. “Before I go. Please hurry if you can do something to scramble the magnetics of the Valkyrie, Mr. Purdue. Your friends will soon enter a perilous stage that they will not return from.”
“Good luck, old boy,” Purdue bade his new acquaintance goodbye. Immediately, he dialed into the signal of the moving vessel, while hacking into the railway system it ran on. It was heading toward an intersection in the town of Poliskaya, where it was calculated to accelerate to Mach 3.”
“Hello?” he heard on the speaker connected to his communications.
“Sam!” Purdue exclaimed.
“Purdue! Help us!” he screamed over the speaker. “Nina has passed out. Most of the people on the train have. I am losing my sight rapidly and it feels like a fucking furnace in here!”
“Listen, Sam!” Purdue yelled over him. “I am redirecting the track mechanics as we speak. Hold on for three more minutes. Once the Valkyrie switches tracks it will lose its magnetic generation and slow down!”
“Jesus Christ! Three minutes? We will be roasting by then!” Sam screamed.
“Three minutes, Sam! Hold on!” Purdue shouted. In the door of the server room, Charles and Lillian had come to see what the bellowing was about. They knew better than to ask or interfere, but they listened to the drama from a distance, looking dreadfully worried. “Of course, changing tracks runs the risk of a head-on collision, but I don’t see any other trains right now,” he mentioned to his two staff members. Lillian prayed. Charles swallowed hard.
On the train, Sam gasped for air, having no solace from the icy landscape that thawed as the Valkyrie passed. He lifted Nina to resuscitate her, but his body was the weight of a 16-wheeler and he could not move any further. “Mach 3 in a few seconds. We’re all dead.”
The sign for Poliskaya appeared in front of the train and, in a blink, passed them by. Sam caught his breath, feeling his own body weight multiply rapidly. He could see nothing anymore, when suddenly he heard the clatter of a railroad switch. It felt as if the Valkyrie was derailing from the sudden break in magnetic field to a normal rail, but Sam held on to Nina. The turbulence was immense, throwing Sam and Nina’s bodies into the machinery of the room.
As Sam had feared, a kilometer further, the Valkyrie began to derail. She was simply moving too fast to stay on the tracks, but by now, she had decelerated enough to come to less than normal speed. He braced himself and held Nina’s unconscious body against him, covering her head with his arms. A magnificent crack ensued, followed by the hell-bent vessel capsizing at what was still an impressive speed. A tumultuous crash folded the machine in two, shedding the plates beneath the exterior.
When Sam came to on the side of the tracks, his first thought was to get everyone out before the fuel combusted. It was, after all, atomic fuel, he thought. Sam was no expert on which minerals were most volatile, but he was not taking chances with Thorium. However, he found that his body had completely failed him and he could not move an inch. Sitting there in the Siberian ice, he realized how intensely out of sorts he felt. His body weighed a ton, still, and a minute ago, he was being cooked alive while now he was cold.
Some survivors of the delegation gradually crawled out into the freezing snow. Sam watched how Nina slowly came to and he dared to smile. Her dark eyes fluttered as she looked up at him. “Sam?”
“Aye, love,” he coughed and smiled. “There is a God after all.”
She smiled and looked up at the grey sky above, exhaling in relief and pain. Grateful, she said, “Thanks Purdue.”

33
Redemption

Edinburgh — Three weeks later
Nina was treated for all her injuries by a proper medical facility after she and the other survivors were plucked up by helicopter. It took her and Sam three weeks to make it back to Edinburgh, where their first stop was Wrichtishousis. Purdue, as a way to bond with his friends again, arranged for an exuberant catering company to host the evening’s food, so that he could dote on his guests.
Known for his eccentricity, Purdue set a precedent when he invited to the private dinner, his housekeeper and butler. Sam and Nina were still black and blue, but they were safe.
“I believe a toast is in order,” he said, lifting his crystal champagne glass. “To my hardworking and ever loyal slaves, Lily and Charles.”
Lily giggled while Charles kept his poker face. She shoved him in the ribs. “Smile.”
“Once a butler, always a butler, my dear Lillian,” he replied wryly, evoking laughter from the others.
“And to my friend, David,” Sam chipped in. “May he receive his medical treatment only in hospital and refuse home care forever!”
“Amen,” Purdue agreed with big eyes.
“Incidentally, did we miss anything in the time we were recuperating in Novosibirsk?” Nina asked through a mouthful of caviar and salt biscuit.
“I do not care,” Sam shrugged and swallowed down his champagne to top up with whiskey.
“You might find this interesting,” Purdue assured them with a gleam in his eye. “This was on the news after the report of the deaths and injuries of the train tragedy. I recorded it a day after you were admitted to the hospital there. Come see this.”
They turned to the screen of a laptop Purdue had on the still charred bar counter. Nina gasped and nudged Sam at the sight of the same reporter who did the story on the ghost train she recorded for Sam that time. It was subtitled.
‘After claims that a ghost train had killed two teenagers several weeks ago on a deserted railway track, this reporter brings you the unthinkable once again.’
Behind the woman, in the background, was a Russian town called Tomsk.
The mangled bodies of American tycoon Clifton Tuft, Belgian scientist Dr. Zelda Bessler and Scottish mayoral candidate Hon. Lance McFadden were discovered on a railroad track yesterday. Locals reported seeing a locomotive appear seemingly from nowhere, while the three visitors were reportedly walking on the tracks after their limousine had broken down.
“Electro magnetic pulses do that,” Purdue grinned from his station behind the bar.
Tomsk mayor, Vladimir Nelidov, condemned the tragedy, but explained that the so-called ghost train’s appearance was just the result of a train passing through in the heavy snow that was falling yesterday. He insisted that there was nothing odd about the terrible incident and that it was just an unfortunate accident because of low visibility.
Purdue switched it off and shook his head, smiling.
“Looks like Dr. Jacobs elicited the aid of Olga’s late uncle’s colleagues at the Russian Secret Society for Physics,” Purdue laughed, recalling that Kasper mentioned the failed physics experiment in Sam’s interview.
Nina sipped her sherry. “I wish I could say I was sorry, but I am not. Does that make me a bad person?”
“Nope,” Sam replied. “You are a saint, a saint who gets gifts from the Russian Bratva for killing their biggest opponent with a fucking dagger.” His statement caused more laughter than she thought.
“But all in all, I am delighted that Dr. Jacobs is now based in Belarus, away from the vultures of the Nazi elite,” Purdue sighed. He looked at Sam and Nina. “God knows he redeemed himself a thousand times over for his deeds when he called me, otherwise I would never have known you were in peril.”
“Don’t exclude yourself, Purdue,” Nina reminded him. “It is one thing that he alerted you, but you still made the biggest decision to redeem yourself.”
She winked, “You answered.”
END
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