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Аннотация
The Aberration was only the beginning.

In events that take place directly after the mill explosion, FBI agent Dylan Plumm's investigation puts her on the trail of the Blurred Man, a mysterious individual who may have been on Earth for hundreds of years. The case turns deadlier at every turn, placing Dylan in the cross-hairs of shadowy antagonists even as she unravels a centuries-old mystery.
But when Dylan comes face-to-face with the Blurred Man, will he be an ally… or her deadliest foe?

• Author’s note: This story is part of the Prometheus Saga, an experimental anthology featuring a single character who’s life spans centuries as an observer of earth and mankind. The entire anthology is collected here: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B017081GKW/


Bard Constantine
The Blurred Man


The Prometheus Saga Introduction

What’s past is prologue…
— William Shakespeare, the Tempest

The individual keeps watch on other individuals. Societies keep watch on other societies. Civilizations keep watch on other civilizations. It has always been so. Keeping watch is sometimes benevolent, sometimes malevolent. It is most certainly prudent.
It is not a trait exclusive to the human species.
Out of such prudence an advanced intelligence, far across the vastness of space, delivered to Earth a probe 40,000 years ago, to observe and report the progress of the human species. This probe was “born” here fully formed, a human being, engineered from the DNA of Homo sapiens. It possessed our skin, our organs, our skeleton, our muscles.
And it still lives among us.
The probe keeps watch.
The probe is one of us. Almost. It possesses a nuclear quantum computer brain, emitting a low-level electromagnetic field. It manipulates DNA and stem cells, healing itself as needed. It dies, but remains immortal. It enters human societies, adopting any guise, any race, any gender, any age it wishes, following a three-month metamorphosis. It witnesses the events, great and small, good and bad, that shape our destiny.
The probe keeps watch.
Everything it sees, hears, feels, experiences, and thinks, it flashes instantaneously across a thousand light-years, in real-time quantum-entangled communication with the intelligence that sent it here.
The probe keeps watch.
And sometimes it acts.
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Epigraph

For feral things
like she and he
were never meant to dance,
to be that close, for fallen souls
aren’t meant to be entranced;
never meant to magnify each
dirty word and deed,
nor see the hungry
children
careless gods were
meant to feed.
— Immortal Musings



I

The area was a complete disaster. Smoke billowed and smothered the air, casting a shadow across a sky that should have been glowing with morning light. Rubble lay everywhere, the ruins strewn across the landscape more like the remnants of some ancient civilization than a modernized milling facility.
Agent Dylan Plumm strode across the chaotic landscape, her oversized rubber boots sucking in the thick mud with every step. The boots were loaners from one of the many firefighters that swarmed the scene. Ambulances, police cars and other emergency vehicles were present as well, creating a pulsing lightshow that would have been visible for miles had it not been for the blanket of choking smoke.
The local force was a small, bewildered group obviously out of their comfort zone in a situation of such destructive magnitude. She imagined the small town of Adamsville, Alabama didn’t see anything remotely like the eruption that destroyed the flour mill. Small wonder they appeared so discomforted. The man in charge was Captain Forrester, who appeared a bit more experienced than the men who worked under him. Dylan studied him briefly, assessing his facial features, build, age, posture and mannerisms.
Ex-military, more than likely the US Army. Served well, but lacked ambition. Most likely topped out at lieutenant before retiring and entering law enforcement. Modest means, but proud of his accomplishments. Still married to first wife with multiple children and grandchildren. Alabama fan.
Agent Chen Lee debriefed the Captain, leaving Dylan free to survey the scene. While it would take days or weeks for the survey and investigation teams to come to a conclusion, her eyes saw past the damage. The quantum computer in her brain analyzed the pattern of debris, the totality of the damage, the effect on the surrounding area. She concluded a powerful explosive was purposely triggered from the top of the building, causing enough damage to the core of the structure that it basically imploded on itself. The initial explosion triggered secondary ones on account of the compressed air, dust, and enclosed spaces, furthering an already catastrophic eruption.
“What do we got, Plumm?”
She brushed a stray strand of her pulled-back blond hair from her face as Agent Lee approached. Like Dylan, he was dressed in dark slacks and an FBI jacket over his rumpled dress shirt. He wore his customary deadpan expression, scrubbing his hand across his bristly, short-cropped hair.
She paused from recording the imagery with her tablet computer. “Massive explosion. The entire building is history. Don’t see these very often anymore.”
“Anyone got a theory on the cause?”
“Not yet. With dust and enclosed spaces there’s always a risk of explosions in mills like this, though all the modern ones are constructed to reduce that chance as much as possible.”
She slid some pages over on the tablet, looking at the data projections. “Still, something like an overheated bearing in an elevator leg might ignite the dust and cause an explosion. That could cause a chain reaction, but—”
“But that wouldn’t bring down the entire building, would it?”
Dylan shook her head. She briefly considered offering her full analysis, but realized it wouldn’t matter. Agent Lee didn’t think much of working with women, and it showed in his attitude. In their short time working together he proved to be a chauvinistic dinosaur of an agent, cutting off her sentences, claiming credit for her finds and ignoring her every chance he could. He would pretend to listen, then dismiss everything she told him unless it agreed with his own assessment. In view of that, she gave him the response he expected.
“All estimates indicate negative. Best guess is an explosive was detonated. No evidence to support that yet, but—”
Lee grunted. “Yeah, well it’s a hell of a mess. How many dead?”
Dylan continued to scan the intel from the dossier on her tablet. She had no need, but reciting everything from memory only attracted unwanted attention. “Six unaccounted for. There’s a crew trying to salvage any body parts for identification. Not going to be easy, with the exception of one.”
“How’s that?”
“You’re going to have to see it.”
He sighed and followed her. As they picked their way past debris and salvage teams, he slipped and just managed not to embarrass himself. “Dammit! Muddy as hell.”
Dylan nodded. “The fire department had a time stopping the fire from spreading.”
“What did they do, drop a few loads by helicopter? This place is saturated.”
“I noticed. It’s possible the explosion could have ruptured the main water line.” She omitted that only a massive storm could have dropped so much water at once. It was too bizarre for Agent Lee to believe because all weather reports in the area claimed fair skies. She couldn’t properly explain the phenomenon without more data, so she filed it in her mental database as a quandary to examine in full detail later.
She led Agent Lee to the far end of the collapsed mill where an emergency crew gathered around a corpse laid upon a gurney.
“One of the day shift supervisors identified him as Guy Mann, employee of six months.”
Lee snorted. “Guy Mann? Guess that’s better than John Doe. You guys have a cause of death?”
One of the medics looked up. “Flatline. That’s all I can tell. No sign of stroke or heart failure. All organs seem to be intact. Almost as if his brain just…shut off.”
Dylan surveyed the body. The man could have blended in anywhere without standing out. In fact, he was the most nondescript person she had ever come across. It actually took concentration to focus on his perfectly average features, as if his face was purposefully meant to be dismissed. His clothes were scorched and torn in a few places. He lay as though asleep; his lips slightly curved in a peaceful smile.
Lee scratched his head. “Ok, what’s so strange about a dead guy?”
Dylan gave him a sideways glance. “Don’t you find it strange that the body is almost completely unharmed? Only a few lacerations and bruises. There’s hardly a scorch mark even though he was found in the middle of this wreckage.”
Lee shrugged. “Stranger things have happened.”
Another medic spoke up. “He was covered in some black substance when we found him. We thought he was severely burned. But it was some type of…covering. Appeared organic. It deteriorated as soon as we peeled it off of him. We just managed to get a few samples for the lab before the wind blew it all away.”
“Some kind of fireproof shield, maybe,” Lee said. “Maybe he was responsible for the explosion.”
“It will be hard to prove that now,” Dylan said. “What do you want to do?”
Lee gestured indifferently. “Process him. Maybe an autopsy will give us a few answers. Check if he had any psych records, mental illnesses. Known associates. Find out what kind of person he was.”
He turned away as the medics zipped up the body bag. An emergency worker ran their direction, gesturing frantically. “Over here! We have someone!”
They saw a group of emergency workers supporting a tall blond man. He was smothered in soot and bruises. A bloody bandage covered one of his shoulders.
Agent Lee shared a smile with Dylan. “I’ll be damned.” The entire group scrambled toward the man, leaving the gurney unattended.
* * *
“So can you please explain how a dead body just…vanishes?”
Philip Dirk drummed his thick fingers on the weathered surface of his oak desk. Like the desk, the Field Director had seen better days. The years of running ops, public relation spins, and bureaucratic wrangling had paid off with interest in premature scowl lines, heavily bagged eyelids, and a graying hairline in the process of rapid retreat.
Dylan created the façade of nervousness by shifting uncomfortably in her chair. Most people approached a summons from the Director like an invitation to their own funeral, so she felt it only appropriate to feign the proper sense of anxiety. Not that it mattered. Having hacked the FBI system long ago, she had downloaded all of their personnel files into her mental data banks, including medical records. Instantaneous recall of Dirk’s last physical exam revealed a near-certain likelihood for a major heart attack or stroke, whichever caught him first. His intake of medication for high blood pressure and related maladies didn’t seem to buffer the onslaught of stress from upper management demands, budget slashes, personnel disasters, and a rather aggressive smoking habit.
“A dead body belonging to the only real suspect behind this explosion, by the way,” he continued. “A dead body under the watch of the FBI, not to mention the local police force and emergency crews. Yet somehow this ‘Guy Mann’ pulls a resurrection act and nobody notices? How is that possible, Agent Plumm?”
Dylan hesitated for a moment. “I thought Agent Lee was the lead on this case, sir. Shouldn’t he be debriefing you?”
Dirk frowned and sat back in his chair. His eyes shifted away as the words reluctantly dragged out. “Agent Lee has been taken off the case.”
“Taken off the case? Why?”
“Incompetence.” Dirk’s fingers tapped a staccato across his desk again. Itching for a cigarette, Dylan figured. The Director went through an average of a pack and a half a day. Unless it was a bad day, when he’d smoke until he ran out.
“Agent Lee can be called many things,” she said. “Incompetent isn’t one of them.”
Dirk glared at her. “What do you want, the official report?” He picked up the tablet on his desk. “Says here that his ‘mental state no longer warrants field work. Intensive psychiatric evaluation recommended.’ You ask me what that means, I say incompetent. Now that we got that out the way, why don’t we get back to the original topic: the dead body of a main suspect disappearing into thin air?”
“I have nothing to tell you that’s not in my report, sir. We left the body for the forensics crew to handle. Standard procedure. Our main focus was on the lone survivor, Michael McDaniel.” Her memory core automatically pulled the dossier: The tall, blond man they recovered at the scene was currently in an agency psychiatric ward in San Francisco, recovering from severe mental and emotional trauma.
Dirk’s mouth twisted. “Another loony toon. Know what he spouts when he’s not heavily medicated?”
“I’ve seen the videos, sir.”
Dirk went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Keeps going on and on about faceless monsters. Giant spiders and rats. Doorways to another dimension. Your average horror movie feature. I swear, the shit these guys pull to get a crazy card. This case will never make it to court, mark my words. It’ll just go on and on…”
Dylan nodded as thousands of possibilities for the conversation’s outcome processed through her neural net. Less than a second later she chose the appropriate query to bring the discussion to an end. “What do you want me to do, sir?”
Dirk’s attention refocused. “Bodies don’t just disappear, Agent Plumm. My best guess is Mr. Mann took some kind of sedative cocktail which put him in a temporary coma state. Once it wore off he slipped away with none the wiser. I’d say that makes him the main suspect in this bombing. You find him and bring him in.”
“That might take some time, sir.”
“It’s your case now, Agent Plumm. It doesn’t close until you get some results. The top brass are breathing down my neck on this one. Do what you have to do to get it done.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and one more thing.” He flicked the tablet screen over to a file of case photos. “Try to keep your hands from shaking when you take pictures, Agent Plumm. Every shot of Guy Mann’s face is blurred.”
Dylan hesitated only for a moment before delivering the appropriate response. “Yes, sir. I’ll try, sir.”
Six Months Later
The case went nowhere.
An inexplicable outbreak of insanity had completely sidetracked her original investigation. It occurred in the surrounding vicinity of the mill explosion, and had the entire area in a panic. Mass suicides and bizarre behavior had become the norm in the small radius of neighboring homes. Apparently even Agent Lee had been affected. He had taken his life shortly after Dylan’s meeting with Director Dirk.
Even more unusual was the complete information blackout as the situation was yanked from the FBI and given to a newly formed agency called the Aberrant Investigation Team, or AIT for short. Dirk had been closemouthed about the deal, telling her to focus her attention on locating the ghost named Guy Mann. As if there was any trail left to follow. But Dylan kept her opinions to herself, if only because it left her with the solidarity she preferred. With no official interest in the case, she was free to pursue her own investigation.
In the privacy of her apartment, Dylan glanced at the mill explosion case photos once again. Not that it changed anything. Guy’s face was obviously hazy, despite knowing every shot she took was strikingly focused. His face was the only obscured part of any of the photos. That meant only one thing: the Blurred Man was real.
Dylan knew the urban legend. Bits and pieces were readily available on the internet, touted by fly-by-night bloggers with less than credible sources. A CIA case file was reported to exist on the subject, but if so it was buried somewhere in the same vault with Area 57 data. But like Bigfoot and Elvis, the sightings never truly went away.
“Chip, pull up all relevant data on the Blurred Man.”
Her palm-sized, synthetic assistant whirred from its position on her desk. “The Blurred Man. Chasing ghosts in the night, are we? Very well.” The pyramid-shaped automaton emitted a holographic screen flooded with scrolling data from its apex. Dylan’s sparsely furnished studio apartment flooded with light as statistics and pictures flickered, absorbed by her optic receptors and processed by her quantum core at inhuman speed. Seconds later she digested all that was available on both public and private online databases.
“Unfortunately, credible information is quite scarce,” Chip said.
Dylan nodded. “Worldwide intelligence agencies only reluctantly acknowledge the existence of an individual or group of operatives possibly responsible for manipulating a number of catastrophic events.”
Light pulsed across Chip’s alloyed surface. “The implications are frightening if true. Such events include the Trinity explosion and the WWII atomic bombing of Nagasaki — which many conspiracy theorists claimed was never supposed to be a target after Hiroshima. The 1980s Chernobyl meltdown disaster was also supposedly instigated by the Blurred Man, along with other less threatening but still disastrous events since that time.”
Dylan interacted with the holographic screen, sliding over to a photo of a young black man sitting in front of a computer. “Strange that a conspiracy theorist blogger would be the person to connect the dots. What do we know about Nathan Ryder?”
Chip whirred. “He had been blogging for several years with only a small following before he turned his attention to government conspiracy. His early work details mostly his life growing up as a young black man with a stereotypical background of low income and poor schooling, separated from his peers because of his mental gifts. Instead of feeling alienated, he embraced his solitude, excelling scholastically and earning a scholarship from Yale, where he distinguished himself in law, mathematics and psychology.”
“How did he discover his information on the Blurred Man?”
“A combination of luck and obsessive behavior,” Chip said. “He has a passion for photography, which led to a study of its history, particularly of catastrophic and wartime events. His detailed examination of thousands of photographs revealed a disturbing aberration: more than a few photographs displayed a man’s image, always with his face obscured despite the clarity of the photo. At times more than one person’s face was blurred, but it was never more than two at a time. Ryder stuck with the singular label of ‘Blurred Man’, a term which instantly caught on with the fringe elements of the blogging community.”
Dylan motioned with her hands, enlarging a college newspaper article. “He published his work two years ago, insinuating the intelligence agencies covered over proof of the Blurred Man’s existence. His findings created a firestorm of controversy as mainstream media leaped on the bandwagon.”
“National attention came soon after.” Chip’s beam flickered, switching the holographic display over to a collage of news articles. “A six-figure book deal, speaking engagements, even movie and television offers.”
“What’s interesting is what didn’t happen,” Dylan said. “Ryder didn’t take any of those lucrative propositions. He accepted an offer for a consulting position with Chimera Global instead.”
“A global corporation with a number of umbrella operations including nuclear energy, international arms supply, military science, and mercenary employment.” Chip switched the display to a screenshot of the imposing Chimera Global headquarters building. “Ironic since Ryder blogged many times about the danger of such operations.”
“What are you up to, Mr. Ryder?” Dylan processed each data point almost instantaneously, her algorithms mapping and eliminating thousands of different scenarios. “Which branch of Chimera is he currently stationed at?”
“A military institution just outside of San Francisco,” Chip said, switching the screenshot over to a satellite image of the area. “Officially designated an office of the newly founded Aberrant Investigation Team. It’s currently funded and staffed by Chimera Global operatives. I’m accessing their records.” Tiny dots of light winked across Chip’s frame. “This is interesting.” It exhibited the information on the holographic display.
“Michael McDaniel is being held there,” Dylan said. “The only survivor of the mill explosion where Guy Mann was last seen. It’s all connected somehow. The fact that Chimera has sequestered this investigation only confirms it. That means I have two goals to accomplish: discover what Chimera wants with Michael, and find out what Nathan Ryder knows about the Blurred Man. Fortunately I know a way to accomplish both tasks at the same location.”
Chip shut off the display and rose from the table, its tiny repulsors firing as it drifted over to land in the palm of Dylan’s hand. “I believe that means I have work to do.”
Dylan glanced in the mirror and focused, accessing the portion of her mind that manipulated self-image. A tingling sensation was the only indicator of the slight alteration in her optical receptors to visualize herself with darker hair and eye color. Picking up a pair of thin-rimmed glasses off the table, she tried them on and studied her reflection. “That’s right, Chip. I need an additional profession. One that can get me access to Michael McDaniel. It will have to be able to withstand a thorough investigation and background check. I’ll be using chestnut hair color and hazel contact lenses to give me a slightly different look, so make sure to include that in the ID photos.”
“Not much of a challenge,” Chip said. “Consider it done. May I suggest caution this time? Chimera is known for ruthless maneuvering to achieve their goals.”
“That’s why you won’t be coming,” Dylan said. “I need you to prepare another safe house. My calculations indicate an eighty-six percent chance of this expedition turning disastrous. Dylan Plumm may no longer be a valid alias afterward.”
Chip buzzed in a distressed manner. “I’ll purchase your airline tickets.”

II

Dylan studied Nathan Ryder as he leaned back in his cushioned office chair. It didn’t appear to be a relaxed gesture at all. He also avoided eye contact for the most part, glancing anywhere but her as they exchanged formalities. Merging his behavior with the personality exams Dylan had already downloaded allowed her to run an analysis in her mind.
The retreating posture is his unconscious indication he feels uncomfortable in my presence. Combined with his irritated expression and terse manner of speech, it reveals his social handicap. Although gifted with brilliance in logical thinking, he is at odds with basic personal interaction. Schizoid personality disorder would best account for his behavior. His preference is isolation, being able to operate individually with little or any supervision. His office is his comfort zone, and I’m intruding simply by being here.
He was younger than he appeared in photos, in his mid-twenties with a slim physique and carefully crafted appearance. His suit was stylish without drawing attention to the fact, personally tailored to his build. His mustache and short-cropped hair were perfectly lined, indicating his penchant for orderliness. The quality was reflected in his polished office furniture and orderly arrangement of his desktop.
“You appear a bit out of place in a military institution, Mr. Ryder,” she said. “But I suppose your interest here is more academic than gung ho.”
“My interest here is none of your concern, Agent Plumm.” Ryder didn’t appear to care or even notice his discourtesy. “Let’s cut to the chase and get to the point where you tell me why an FBI agent is suddenly interested in this facility.”
Dylan crossed one stocking-clad leg over the other. Although her skirt wasn’t short, the movement did allow the exposure of a generous amount of her lower leg. “Let’s say I have an interest in an individual who’s being detained here.”
Ryder shifted uneasily, his eyes flicking to the safe zone of the office wall. “We have a number of detainees here, Agent Plumm.”
“True. But only one directly related to a case I’m assigned to. His name is Michael McDaniel. The only survivor of a mill explosion. I’m quite sure you know of him.”
“You want access to Michael McDaniel? Impossible.” He peered suspiciously from behind black-rimmed eyeglasses with an expression that clearly indicated his desire for her to vanish into thin air. “Mr. McDaniel is for all intents and purposes a prisoner of the state. He doesn’t receive visitors and doesn’t give interviews. I’m afraid you’ll have to present more than an FBI badge to be granted access, Agent Plumm.”
She fixed him with her best dubious stare. “There are certain legal channels that appear to be trampled on by his imprisonment, Mr. Ryder. We both know detainment by private sectors allows the government loopholes to deny prisoners their civil and lawful rights. This facility isn’t administered or funded by any US agency. Chimera pays the bills here, leaving me to wonder what branch of the government, if any, has authorized Mr. McDaniel’s imprisonment.”
Ryder’s mouth curved in amusement. “That’s something you’ll have to take up with your branch of the government, Agent Plumm. I assure you that we have legal matters properly arranged to handle this special circumstance. If you wish to debate the matter, I suggest you bring a lawyer with you next time.”
Dylan pulled up a file on her tablet and placed it in front of him. “As a point of interest I happen to be a lawyer, Mr. Ryder. Michael McDaniel’s, in fact.”
She smiled at his stunned expression. “I can assure you that the legalities of my position are properly arranged. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with my client.”
* * *
Michael McDaniel was tall and well built, his blond coif just unruly enough to be roguishly likeable, with eyes blue and clear as a bay in the Bahamas. He didn’t look at all like a man who would kill his coworkers by way of massive explosion. He was what women called a stunner, though that meant little to Dylan. She had long ago accustomed herself to recognize what was considered attractive without being able to experience the thrill of the sensation in a personal manner. There was still some connection she was not able to make, some intangible spark that never ignited within her, despite the ages she had spent in the form of both genders.
She put those thoughts away, assessing her subject. He smiled when he spoke, shaking her hand gratefully when she introduced herself.
“Thank God,” he said as he sat down. “I thought they’d never allow me to contact a lawyer. They’re treating me like a terrorist, Ms. Plumm. I didn’t do the…things they’re saying I did. I’ve answered all their questions, but they just keep telling me I’m crazy.” He locked gazes with her the entire time as though trying to channel his honesty through his eyes. “I’m not crazy, Ms. Plumm. I know what I saw that night and as unreal as it sounds, every word is true.”
“I’ve read the transcripts, Mr. McDaniel.” She glanced down at her tablet. “You claimed the mill was enveloped by a massive rainstorm that prevented the employees from leaving, despite local weather reports indicating clear skies that evening. You then state that faceless, shape-shifting beings invaded and slaughtered everyone inside except you and a fellow employee with the implausible name of Guy Mann, who you claim planted an explosive as a failsafe to prevent an event called an ‘Aberration’ from engulfing our world.”
“Well, it does sound a bit crazy when you say it like that. But you didn’t see what I—” Michael narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute. You were there. I remember you. Your hair was blond, but it was you. You and the other guy…Agent Lee.” He leaned back with a forlorn sigh. “You’re not really my lawyer, are you? You’re just another damn suit who thinks I’m a terrorist.”
“I was there, yes.” Dylan allowed her eyes to widen and parted her lips slightly in order to convey empathy. “I saw the aftermath of the blast. I saw the remains of people who would never see their loved ones again. And I saw you, Michael. I saw you dazed and confused, with no idea what happened. Isn’t it possible that you—?”
“No, no, no!” Michael punctuated each word with a fist pound on the table. “Don’t play mind games with me, lady. You weren’t there when everything went to hell.” His face distorted as though battling the memories. “You can’t help me. No one can. No one will believe me.” His shoulders sagged as he stared at the floor.
“Not even your friend? The one you claimed saved your life?”
“Guy?” Michael lifted his head. “You’ve…seen him?”
“That’s proven impossible. He disappeared from the crime scene right after we found you. We’ve found no records aside from his brief employment at the mill. No digital footprint, no public history. It’s almost as if he never existed. Anything you can tell me about him would do a great deal toward finding out where he might possibly be.”
“I can’t help you, Ms. Plumm.” Michael slouched in his chair, his expression downcast. “I can’t even help myself. I’m stuck in this joint being deprived of my rights and all you can do is interrogate me about a man the shrinks claim I made up in my head.”
“You’re being told Guy is a fabrication?”
“That’s right.” Michael’s voice lowered to a near-whisper when he leaned forward. His eyes glistened; the tears quivered in expectation of their release. “They want me to believe I bombed the mill. That everything I saw was just my own mind shielding me from the truth. That I’m a crazy man who murdered my coworkers, and Guy never existed.”
* * *
Dylan heard footsteps behind her. Ryder caught up with her in the hallway, matching her stride as she made her way to the exit. “You didn’t want to help Mr. McDaniel at all.” He thrust an accusing finger her direction. “You wanted info on the Blurred Man.”
She glanced at him. “You believe Guy Mann is the person in those photos you published in your book?”
“One of their agents, anyway. This is an organization, not an individual. If it was simply one or two people then they would have to be practically immortal in order to have appeared at so many historical disasters. My data has found instances of their existence since the invention of the camera. There’s no telling how long they’ve operated before they were actually caught on film.”
He nodded to the guard at the exit, who opened the doors to the parking deck. Dylan expected Ryder to remain behind, but he followed her out.
She smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t afford to abduct Chimera’s prize paranormal consultant.”
Ryder glanced behind him. “A gentleman walks a lady to her car. I’m a stickler for decorum.”
“I wouldn’t have thought of you as a romantic, Mr. Ryder.”
He shrugged. “Nobody’s perfect.”
As they approached her SUV, his voice lowered. “I don’t know what you’re looking for, or who you really are. An FBI analysis expert and a top-rated lawyer? I ran a check on you, Agent Plumm. Your file says you were a child prodigy, but it still takes time to accomplish everything you’ve done.”
Dylan smiled. “I’m flattered by the interest. Let’s just say that time is a luxury for me, Mr. Ryder. Unlike most people, I have all the time I need to accomplish whatever it is I need to do.”
His voice was still carefully low-pitched when he opened her door for her. “We seem to be looking for the same thing, Ms. Plumm. Just going about it different ways. Piece of advice: be very careful. You don’t know how dangerous these people are.”
“The Blurred Man organization?”
“No.” His hand flicked forward, expelling an SD card that landed neatly in her cup holder. “I’m talking about Chimera. Take care, Ms. Plumm.” He closed the door. Dylan watched from the rearview mirror as he turned and strode back to the compound entrance without a backward glance.
* * *
It took only seconds for Dylan to discover Ryder was right. Chimera had remotely installed spyware on her tablet. Dylan didn’t know if it was a standard tactic or if she was targeted specifically, but either way it enforced the corporation’s ruthless reputation. She tapped her ruby-studded earring, automatically enabling a call from the hidden Bluetooth to her new safe house.
“Chip, I need a clean sweep of my tablet.”
“Infiltrated already? Not even dinner first?”
She ignored Chip’s banter while it remotely downloaded the appropriate spyware eliminator. Afterward, she installed the SD card. Among the data files was a video clip labeled Play Now. She clicked on it. Nathan Ryder’s image popped up on the vehicle’s digital heads-up display as Dylan cruised into the busy San Francisco streets.
“If you’re seeing this, I must be close.” Ryder’s recorded image appeared far less guarded in the video, his face displaying genuine anxiety. His expression was haggard, as though suffering from a lack of sleep.
“I also must be in grave danger,” he continued. “Since I might not make it out of Chimera alive, this is the compilation of what I’ve discovered so far.”
His message listed a number of illegal activities Chimera Global was involved in, such as illegal arms trafficking and mercenary aid to nations in dispute with the US. On the political front Ryder provided hacked emails that revealed Chimera’s tampering of US congressional and presidential elections that included threats, blackmail and murder. The corporation also bankrolled votes on both sides of the political floor in order to press legislature that benefitted the company’s interests. Pushing their agenda abroad, they armed militants and revolutionists in the Middle East and Africa, bolstering their financial gain in the process of manipulating chaos.
“But make no mistake: empowering itself monetarily is only the secondary agenda of Chimera,” Ryder said. “They possess ambitions that go far beyond fiscal domination. Their outright confiscation of Michael McDaniel from under the FBI’s very nose is proof of both their reach and their future plans. Hiring me as a consultant was no mistake either. Although ostracized by the blogging community as just another fringe conspiracy theorist, I was one of the few compiling real data on the event Michael referred to as the ‘Aberration.’ My data indicated a powerful energy surge of extraordinary magnitude that didn’t register on normal instruments, therefore going unnoticed by investigative agencies. If what Michael has stated is true, this energy not only has tremendous destructive potential, it can also open a threshold to another dimension.”
“I hate to interrupt,” Chip’s voice buzzed in her ear. “But I’ve been tracking you via a friendly satellite tag. Have you noticed you’ve been followed since you left the Chimera compound?”
“Of course.” Dylan paused the recording and glanced in the rearview mirror. A black BMW followed exactly two cars behind, tailing her every lane change, yet staying behind a safe distance. The windows were fully tinted, allowing no glimpse of who or how many were inside.
“Hopefully nothing to be concerned about,” she said. “This will be an easy day if all I have to do is lose a tail.” She resumed the recording.
“This power is what Chimera Global is after,” Ryder’s message continued. “The dark energy registering from the Aberration has endless potential for uses both benevolent and malevolent, untapped possibilities ripe for experimentation and exploitation. Chimera is willing to overlook the other side of the equation: the likelihood of a dimensional break, where the energies of two separate worlds collide. This is where the Blurred Man factors in. I believe he is a guardian from that neighboring dimension, a gatekeeper to prevent the catastrophic event of a dimensional break into our world. He cannot appear in photographs because he is not of this world.”
Ryder’s face drew closer to the camera. His expression was agonized; the desperation clearly audible in the tone of his voice. “I know this sounds bizarre, but all the data I’ve compiled supports my theory. The Blurred Man is not of our world, an alien surely as if arrived from another planet. Yet he may well be all that stands between us and imminent destruction. Chimera has neither the willingness nor perhaps even the ability to see beyond their greed as they strive to harness what may destroy us.” He hesitated, taking a wary glance around. “I’m out of time. If you have this transmission, you may be the only one aware of what is happening. You may be the only one who can stop this. I’ve compiled as much information as I could on this memory card. Use it to stop Chimera if you can. If not…we may all be doomed.”
The video ended. Dylan kept an eye on the car tailing her as she considered Ryder’s discovery and warning.
“That was…ominous,” Chip said in her ear.
“It’s nearly unbelievable,” Dylan said. “If Ryder’s warning is true, the entire world is in jeopardy. And the idea of an intruding dimension…” Her voice trailed off at the concept. The notion was staggering, containing so many variables that even her computer-guided mind had difficulty mapping out the nearly endless range of possibilities.
“Interdimensional beings and multiverses have been purely theoretical by human research up until now,” Chip said. “Yet even in theory the effects of dimensions interacting are nearly always catastrophic. Warped reality, collisions of natural forces — the possibilities are endless for cataclysmic aftereffects. That’s if Mr. Ryder isn’t as insane as Michael McDaniel reportedly is, of course.”
“I doubt either of them are mentally deficient.” Dylan flicked a few of the files from the tablet to the heads-up display. “The data Ryder compiled appears surprisingly sound. The energy surges he discovered was picked up on sensors constructed by paranormal fanatics to detect ghostly disturbances. It makes sense that their ghosts were really intrusions from a neighboring dimension.”
Chip’s humming buzzed in her ear. “I’m backing up your files here at the safe house. The rest of the card contains data compilations and hacked files on an island lab constructed by Chimera Global somewhere in the Bermuda Triangle. Supposedly it’s one of the few locations on earth where a dimensional break can be artificially created.”
“Chip, do you know what this means?”
“That the end of this world might arrive a bit prematurely?”
“No, I’m talking about all of this. Everything.” Dylan hesitated, surprised by the increased rate of her heartbeat. “Ryder’s discovery is earth-shattering. Everyone on the planet will be affected by it. An otherworldly encounter with Earth was always a possibility in view of my existence, but a threat from interdimensional means is something that can possibly affect both my mission and my very presence here. I’ve experienced several bizarre encounters in the time I’ve been on this planet, but evidence that any of them originated from beyond this world has been—”
“Dylan?” Chip’s voice crackled with alarm. “Look out for the—”
Dylan’s brief distraction cost her. An armored Humvee swerved in from her blind zone, slamming into her SUV with the force of a runaway freight train.
Safety glass shattered into glittering cubed shards, floating across the confined space. Dylan increased her reaction rate, body going limp to absorb the impact. The entire right side of the vehicle crumpled with an agonizing metallic groan; airbags simultaneously deployed like exploding popcorn kernels. The safety belt dug into her flesh as her body swung to the left, her head struck the driver’s side window, shattering the glass from the force of impact. The world turned upside down, over and over as her SUV flipped until it skidded to a halt somewhere near the edge of the median after leaving a trail of wreckage in its wake. Blaring horns and screeching tires were the only sounds as other vehicles reacted to the crash. The scent of heated rubber and scorched metal smothered the air.
Dylan hung upside down, held in place by her seat belt. Her body throbbed, pulsing with the agony of her damaging wounds. Her left leg did not respond, her ribs were fire, and every breath took extra effort. Punctured lung, broken ribs, fractured left fibula was the initial analysis, minus the less-threatening bruises and lacerations. She felt the surge of adrenaline as platelets multiplied at an accelerated rate to speed the healing process, allowing her body to immediately begin repairing the damage.
“Chip?” Her voice was barely audible against the ringing in her ears. The coppery tang of blood laced her injured tongue, creating another check on her list of agonizing sensations. There was no response from Chip. Judging by the crash, both her Bluetooth and the vehicle’s smartphone receiver sustained too much damage for a valid connection.
The pain was too distracting. Her quantum core responded to her mental command, identifying the sensory receptors sensitive to pain and dulling them to the point of near-nonexistence. The throbbing sensation faded quickly, allowing her to better focus on her predicament. She stretched, pulling a short knife from the sheath strapped to her leg. Slashing through the seat belt, she fell on her back, neck bent awkwardly. Her hands began a blind search for the metal box which had been lying in the passenger seat.
Voices became audible as the ringing in her ears lessened. The shattered windshield registered kaleidoscopic images of movement. She was barely able to identify urban camouflage pants and military boots running toward her ruined vehicle.
A squad leader’s authoritative baritone barked out orders. “Make sure she’s finished, then check the vehicle for personal effects. Double time it so we can blow this soup sandwich.”
The movement drew closer. Dylan’s hand found the field kit, snatching it from under the crushed passenger seat. Inside were her firearm and a few other necessities. Her free hand snatched out the frag grenade. Pulling the pin, she flung it directly at the approaching unit. Their alarmed shouts were punctuated by frantic feet running the opposite direction before the inevitable explosion. Not bothering to assess the damage, Dylan snatched the H&K VP9 handgun out of the kit and crawled out of the driver side window, dragging her ruined leg.
Opposing lane traffic had gridlocked the intersection of Market and Octavia as onlookers stopped to stare at the chaos, the mid-day traffic at full swing before everything went to hell. Dylan ducked as she limped across the opposite lane, heedless to the shouts of passersby offering help or asking questions. They became insubstantial blurs as she gauged her surroundings, mentally calculating the quickest route to escape her pursuers.
A young man in an Oakland Raiders cap stared at her, mouth open. “Lady, you look like shit! You wanna—” His sentence was cut off by a bullet shredding his neck area. Blood spattered his face as he toppled with a shocked expression.
Dylan turned in the direction of the shot, spotting the sniper lying on the roof of the Humvee. She dropped to the pavement before his next shot shattered the car window behind her. People screamed and tires squealed as cars careened into one another in their haste to escape the firefight. Bullets whined overhead as her assailants unloaded, shredding the car Dylan used for cover. It rocked from the impact of the shots, showering her with shattered glass.
The brief respite gave her the time to calculate her response and reassess her damage. Her re-inflated lung made breathing easier, and her ribs felt less quivery as well. The leg fracture was mending, but the progress was hampered by her movement. She switched her focus on her counterattack.
Another mental command allowed her to manipulate the nerve impulses that translated sound to the circuits in her brain. Background noise filtered out, allowing her to clearly focus on the retorts of gunfire. Mapping out the trajectory of the shots based on the sounds allowed her to predict the position of the shooters. Her retaliation projections were accurate to ninety-eight percent, making it relatively easy to roll, rise, and get a shot on the sniper before he could react. His body jerked as her shot shattered his rifle scope and exited out the back of his skull.
Dylan had already turned, firing twice in a continuous motion. Two more soldiers toppled before their comrades could react. She dropped, staying low as the remaining two assailants responded with panicky response fire. She accelerated despite her injury, the burst of adrenaline propelling her faster than their reaction rate as she dove behind a large Mercedes SUV.
“Who the hell is this bitch?” one of the soldiers shouted. His neck snapped back as Dylan’s next shot took him out. His body went limp, lost to sight as a stream of running bodies blocked her view.
The last soldier ducked behind a bullet-riddled car. His voice nearly broke as he screamed into his radio. “Repeat: my unit is down, the mission is fubar, and where the hell is my backup?”
The chaos spread to the surrounding city blocks as people fled their gridlocked vehicles for the safety of nearby buildings. Wailing sirens announced the presence of emergency vehicles approaching the scene. Dylan stayed low, blending in with the fleeing crowds. The woman beside her shrieked hysterically, eyes wide with panic. Dylan seized her by the arm, using the woman’s broad body to conceal herself from view.
The black BMW that had tailed her earlier screeched to a halt, ejecting four near-identical dark-suited men wearing sunglasses and toting submachine guns. Their heads swiveled as they surveyed the scene. One of them gestured, and they broke into teams of two. Shoving people aside, they swept through the crowd.
Dylan released her unwitting partner as they passed an alley between buildings. Limping forward, she advanced as quickly as possible. Her leg had nearly knit itself back together, but the tendons were still tender. She estimated she had a seventy-two percent chance of making it to the end of the alley and before her pursuers could make it through the throngs of fleeing people.
“There she is!”
Her percentages were off. The new squad was better than the previous one. She turned, kneeling in the same motion to throw off their initial shots. She would be able to at least take the first team down, but not without sustaining major damage. The second would surely overcome her. It was too bad. She had rather enjoyed being Dylan Plumm.
A loud horn blared from behind her. She rolled to the side as a black van barreled down the alley at full speed, tinted windows reflecting the shocked faces of the men it rumbled toward. Dylan flattened herself against the alley wall as the van whipped past. It met a hail of bullets before striking the armed duo head-on with a sound like raw meat slung against asphalt. More bullets whined as someone inside the van exchanged fire with the second team. Men grunted and cried out as they died.
Dylan steadied her hand and aimed at the rear doors of the van as they opened. A black-clad man emerged, critically studying the steaming, bullet-perforated vehicle. He turned, revealing his face. He was the most nondescript person she had ever come across. Just like the last time she saw him.
“No need for the gun,” Guy Mann said. “I’m not here to harm you. But I do think we need to leave quickly. Both of us will want to avoid unnecessary questions. I understand you’ve been looking for me. The irony is I’ve been looking for you as well. For a very long time.”

III

The smell of redwood giants lingered, perfuming the afternoon air. Dylan sat at a bench in the midst of their majesty, just another insignificant speck loitering in their imposing shadows. The ramshackle cottage behind her was deep in the forest, far enough from the city to make civilization irrelevant. She saw no technology other than solar receptors, placing the abode completely off the grid. She wondered who, if anyone knew of its existence. It had taken a drive in a stolen car, a ride on ATVs, and then a three-day hike just to get to the place.
The Blurred Man served ginger green tea in china mugs that were almost certainly thousands of years old. He sat on the opposite side of the weathered bench, his form seemingly morphing with the shadows until it was hard to determine if he was physically there. Steam from the tea obscured his face when he lifted the mug for a sip.
“You heal remarkably well,” he said.
Dylan did not respond, recognizing the ages-old casual approach to prod her into talking about herself. She gazed at the forest behind him. For some reason the ancient trees were full of ravens, in far greater numbers than she had ever seen before. They peppered the branches high as she could see, silently peering down as though waiting to pronounce judgment. Of what, Dylan could not fathom. The fall of man, perhaps.
Guy carefully set his mug down. “Your partner, Agent Lee. Nothing you could have done about that. An unfortunate side effect of exposure to an Aberration is residual mental instability. Everyone within a five-mile radius is affected to one extreme or another, from terrible dreams to full-blown insanity. Fortunately these side effects are not contagious to others. Not that you were in any danger, of course. Being…who you are.”
Dylan toyed with the handle of her mug. “And who am I?”
“You’re not human,” Guy said. “Your body might be made of similar DNA, your appearance might be spot on, but you do not originate from this planet. You’ve been here a long time. How long I don’t know, but almost certainly longer than I have. I don’t believe you are from another dimension. And if so, I don’t believe you’re a threat to humanity.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because if you were, I would have surely been ordered to kill you by now.” He took another sip, expressionless. Dylan realized that like her, time was not a hindrance to Guy. He would wait patiently for her response, whether it took seconds or months.
“Why the last name Mann?” she asked. “At first I thought you had a sly sense of humor, but you don’t seem to be the type.”
“Antenor was the one with the sense of humor. He was my handler, the one who created the many aliases I’ve used over the years.”
“And where is he now?”
“Dead.” The word hung in the air, the echo almost audible from a thousand raven minds.
“You say you’re from another dimension.” She sipped her tea. It was quite good, sweetened with honey she was sure was from the neighboring forest. “That agrees with the information I’ve gathered.”
“That you gathered? Or Nathan Ryder gathered?” Guy smiled at her expression. “I try to keep track of all of my potential allies, Ms. Plumm. Or did you truly believe Mr. Ryder simply stumbled on information about the Blurred Man on his own?”
Dylan hesitated at the revelation. “Regardless, it explains why you can’t be captured on film. There’s something lost in the translation of imaging a being from another dimension.” She studied him over the rim of her tea mug. “Your task is grueling. The exhaustion has taken its toll on you. You have lost your sense of humanity, alienated and alone to the point that emotion is a foreign concept to you. Human lives become mere numbers, statistics you tally up as either acceptable losses or not.”
He seemed to smile. “That last part. Were you talking about me…or were you talking about yourself?”
She didn’t respond. Her analytics of the outcome of the conversation surprised her with their inconclusiveness. The algorithms were off the charts, unable to decisively chart what Guy’s intentions were. It was as if his motives were as blurred as the photographs of his face.
He leaned back and inhaled deeply. “Ah, do you smell that air? So…clean. And this forest: a marvel beyond description. You can take a million photographs, paint a billion pictures, and it would never be enough. They would never convey the awe and humility of actually being here. It’s amazing to think despite the population overload on this planet, there are still so many places where most humans simply avoid. So many places one can live an entire lifetime with little or no interaction, should they so desire.”
“Is that what you desire?” she asked.
“More than anything.” His nondescript face was clearly visible when he leaned forward, yet somehow still hard to focus on. “You might have the luxury of living through the ages, but things play out differently for me. I don’t live through time, I basically flow across it. I am taken from one potential catastrophe to the next, never having time to recover or find a moment’s peace. I exist for a singular purpose, and it is not to smell the roses.”
“I don’t understand.” Dylan set her empty mug down. “How are you able to travel across time? What type of place is this dimension you come from?”
His expression darkened. “A ruined one. And as far as how I do it…” He glanced above. “I go wherever the ravens take me.”
“The ravens?” She looked up.
Intelligence sparkled from their inky eyes as they perched like obsidian statues. Their feathers gleamed in the patches of sunlight that streamed through the canopy of branches.
Guy smiled. “It’s hard to explain. More tea?”
The forest darkened as the sun lowered into its depths. The wind swayed raven-laden branches, stirring the aroma of ancient bark and evergreen needles. Steam wafted from the freshly-poured tea and dissipated into the air. Guy closed his eyes, rocking slightly as if concentrating on absorbing it all.
“Have you ever planted a tree, Ms. Plumm?”
Dylan slowly nodded. “Yes.”
“Tell me about it.” He was a shadow among shadows, eyes gleaming as he stared more intently than the ravens.
“I planted a giant sequoia once.” Memories emerged from her data banks, as palpable as the moments when they happened. “From seed to sapling to fully grown tree, I kept watch. I checked in, studied its growth as the years passed and I went through several manifestations. I watched as it towered toward the sky, forming an ecosystem of its own which supported a diverse amount of insect and animal species. I came back time after time, until a millennium passed. The entire world changed, but the tree was still there, a king among kings, pressing on to eternity.”
“And then one day you returned to find the tree gone,” Guy said.
Dylan nodded.
“They cut it down, didn’t they?”
Dylan looked into the distance as the memory resurfaced. “They cut down the entire forest.”
Guy shook his head. “Such a simple statement. Yet somehow it epitomizes the very spirit of humanity. The exact same sentiment dominated my world. The same destructive greed reduced it to ash and darkness.”
She looked at him. “You don’t like them, do you?”
His face was expressionless. “No.”
“Then why do you do it? Why protect them?”
He raised the mug to his lips. “Because I’m exceedingly good at following orders.”
“That’s all? That’s your answer?”
He exhaled softly. “We can’t all be kings, Ms. Plumm. As you know very well, some of us must be foot soldiers. There is a more to it, of course. A distinctively valid reason for my role in this travesty. I’m afraid I’m not willing to reveal everything about myself.” A small smile touched his lips. “Unless you’re willing to do the same.”
Dylan did not immediately respond. She analyzed the entire conversation, compiled data and predicted various outcomes. “You want me to help you.”
A raven cawed loudly. Its call was answered by its brethren, thousands of raucous cries exploded from the birds and echoed through the darkened forest. The noise went on, as though the ravens were trying to make up for their earlier silence.
Guy raised a finger toward the branches. “They want you to help me.”
“Do what?”
“Save their world.” Guy steepled his fingers. “You’ve personally experienced how Chimera operates. They have an agenda, one they value so highly that they’re willing to unleash mercenary units in broad daylight on the city streets in order to protect their interests. They are so fixated on capturing this source of energy that they are blind to the associated dangers. Opening a doorway to my dimension will unleash forces so destructive it’s beyond imagining. When that happens, the forest gets cut down again, Ms. Plumm. This time you get to do something about it.”
She shook her head. “You’re talking about completely altering the face of this world. That goes far beyond the parameters of my mission. That’s not what I’m here to do.”
The ravens cawed as though mocking her. Guy gave her a knowing smile. “You can’t spend millennia among a people without forming some sort of attachment, Ms. Plumm. You brought up emotion earlier. The mere fact you would mention it indicates that at some level you understand it. You’ve…developed it. Absorbed it into your system despite any notions of detachment. That tree you planted. It meant something to you. All the memories you’ve absorbed: they mean something to you. This world means something to you.”
“I have my orders,” she said. “I have a role to play. Like you said, we can’t all be kings.”
“You have your orders,” he said. “You keep watch. I understand that. You keep watch, you transmit, you experience. You keep watch.” He smiled. “And sometimes you act.”
Dylan shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, but you do. You’ve intervened before. Like in London, near the turn of the twentieth century. 1888, to be exact. Does that ring any bells?”
Dylan remained silent.
“It should. It was a year to be remembered, and it has been to this day. It’s not every year someone as infamous as Jack the Ripper is born, is it?”
He flicked a coin on the table. It spun for a long time. Dylan recognized the alternating faces of the 1888 sovereign coin: Queen Victoria on one side, and on the other a depiction of St. George and the Dragon.
Guy spoke softly. “You were ‘observing’ from the role of a prostitute named Sally, if I’m not mistaken. That put you close to the plight of the victims. Did your time in that role make you empathetic to those used and battered women, Ms. Plumm? Did you grow to care for them? Or were they mere numbers, statistics you tallied up as either acceptable losses or not?”
Dylan studied him. “You were the Ripper. You murdered those women, didn’t you?”
The sun went missing. The resulting darkness transformed the forest into something raw and ethereal as the brush crackled from nocturnal footpads. Somewhere in the distance a wolf howled. The ravens cackled as though appreciating the sound.
“Murder?” Guy’s silhouetted figure tilted its head slightly. “You know as well as I what those women had become.”
Dylan exhaled into the chilly air. “Monsters. They turned into some sort of twisted creatures.”
“Others,” Guy said. “As we refer to them. In a rather ingenious scheme, one of the Others infiltrated the barrier. It sought to spread its corruptive influence though sexual interaction. Prostitutes were an obvious choice. They were widely abundant and could have quickly and easily spread the infection across the city. The good people of London would have experienced grotesque transformations in no time. Widespread panic would have occurred, and the entire city would have been overrun by the monstrosities.”
“But you stopped the possibility of infection by killing the hosts.”
He shrugged. “What was I to do? You know what I was up against. I may have killed the infected, but it was you who removed their organs, wasn’t it?”
Blood slicked her arms as she removed the steaming kidney from Catherine Eddowe’s freshly slain body and placed it in a glass container for later examination. She paid no heed to the grisly stab wounds or the rank, clotted stench of death. She had to work quickly. It was only a matter of time before the body was discovered…
Dylan shifted on the bench. “I wanted to know. I suspected there was more to the killings, but needed additional information. My intricate knowledge of human physiology gave me an advantage the investigators of that time did not possess. The autopsies I performed revealed a new and frightfully aggressive virus had infected those women.”
“Then you butchered your own work to make it seem like the mindless mutilation of a depraved killer. Rather gruesome, that.”
“They were already dead,” Dylan said. “You know because you killed them.”
Guy made a circular gesture. “And so it goes. But you did more than that, Ms. Plumm, didn’t you?”
Dylan remained silent.
“I left the last one for you,” he continued. “I’d ascertained someone else was investigating the killings. Someone smarter than the police. It wasn’t hard to find out who you were. I was watching you, even as you searched for me. I wanted to see what you would do. I left enough clues for you to figure out who the last infected girl was.” He paused “You know who I’m talking about.”
“Mary Jane Kelly,” she whispered.
He nodded. “After Annie Chapman I realized I was chasing the symptoms. I needed to find the source, the creature responsible for the infection. I was so caught up that I nearly missed Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes. Had to take both of them down in one night. You know that because you did Ms. Eddowe’s quick autopsy, removing her kidney and uterus for inspection. But you didn’t get a chance to investigate Ms. Stride’s corpse, did you?”
“I didn’t have time,” Dylan said. The women’s dead, ghastly faces resurfaced from her memory banks. “I didn’t realize two women were killed that night.”
“Which left only Mary Jane Kelly.” The darkness had swallowed Guy’s face completely, leaving it a shadowy blur. “Lovely girl, wasn’t she?”
Dylan recalled Mary Jane’s beguiling smile, the perfect ginger shade of her long wavy hair, her green eyes that sparkled with when the light struck them. In Dylan’s form of Sally the prostitute, she had shared street corners with Mary Jane, split meager meals of oily stew, consoled the tears of her sometimes companion after she had been abused by another brutal customer. “Yes, she was.”
“Until you saw. You witnessed what the virus did to her.”
What had been Mary Jane Kelly whirled around, lank twisted locks of oily black hair flailed across its face, if a face it could still be called. It was more a misshapen lump of raw sentient meat, its mouth a phlegm-coated cavity lined with jagged tusks. The thing shrieked as it lunged with claw-tipped, elongated fingers…
“Yes.” The memory was still jarring. The complete distortion of face and limbs was impossible for any virus. “It was…inhuman. Something not of this earth at all. There was no logical explanation, nothing my compilation of data could have anticipated or even rationalize. I could only react.”
“And you reacted by killing her. It was the only rational thing to do. The only option that would prevent a widespread infection. You didn’t just watch, Ms. Plumm. You didn’t simply observe and report. You knew what needed to be done and you did it. And I simply can’t believe that moment was the one and only time you acted outside of your parameters.”
Dylan remained silent.
“And after the monster reverted back to human form after dying, you spent much more time with the autopsy. You needed to prove what happened had some rational explanation. But there were no logical answers. What you witnessed could not be explained. You had to mutilate your work and leave it to the legend of Jack the Ripper.”
“But you caught the original host of the virus,” Dylan said. “You put an end to it.”
He nodded. “Your intervention pulled the Other out of the shadows. You see, it was watching you too. It and I had been playing cat and mouse the entire time, but I could never precisely nail down its location. I caught sight of it trailing you after the Mary Jane killing. After that, it was only a matter of takedown. Of course by then the Ripper persona had been created by newspapers trying to drive their sales. Copycat murderers sprang up and dissipated. But the main thing is that London was spared an infection which would have wiped it off the map and very possibly spread to other cities. And you had a hand in that, Ms. Plumm.”
“Which was…a mistake,” she said. “There are repercussions to consider.”
Light bloomed from inside the cottage as the power from the solar generator cranked on. Shadows were shoved backward, yet the Blurred Man remained nearly indiscernible. The ravens that had overrun the trees had vanished completely, gone without a rustle of a feather to mark their passing.
“Inaction is the only mistake, Ms. Plumm,” Guy said. “You unwittingly helped me then because you knew it was the right thing to do. All I’m asking now is you consider the current situation. It’s not a single tree that’s in jeopardy here, Ms. Plumm. The entire forest is at risk.”
“You’ve had help in the past. From your own kind, I’ve seen the photos. More than one blurred face.”
“True.” Guy raised an eyebrow. “But it’s hard to remain alive in this type of work, I’m afraid. The mortality rate is quite high, and unfortunately not everyone was as resilient as I have been.”
He placed a cell phone and a flash drive on the table next to the antique coin. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Ms. Plumm. I’m aware of that. But realize this: what I’m facing now is much worse than that little London situation. What Chimera proposes to do will open a Threshold and allow the Others complete access to this world. You have the option of doing nothing, that’s your right. Just as it’s your right to casually observe the end of this world.” He gazed intently at her. “Perhaps that is what you desire. Perhaps like me, you’re just waiting for your assignment to finally end.”
Dylan looked at the objects. “What are these for?”
“On the drive is information about the energy signatures Chimera has been chasing. Far more detailed than what they already have. You start leaking that and they will be sure to come to you. You’ll be able to infiltrate their organization and work your way into their secure circle. You can do the most damage from there, should you so choose.”
“Where will you be?”
Guy stood up and stretched. Although he was of average height and weight, his body was lined with lean muscle, as though fashioned by a bodybuilder’s dream. “I’ll have infiltrated another way. Chimera leans heavily on mercenary teams to do their dirty work. My experience will allow me to work my way into their ranks. By the time they ready their expedition, I’ll be on the team.”
Dylan let the phone and flash drive remain on the table. “I can’t promise you anything. You know that, don’t you?”
“I understand.” Guy turned and strode toward the woods. “You have to compile data. Analyze all possible outcomes. Check with your superiors, perhaps. Take your time, Ms. Plumm. You may stay here as long as you wish. No one will bother you.”
“You’re leaving already?”
Guy’s disembodied voice drifted from the shadows. “It’s like I told you. My work is never finished. Farewell, Ms. Plumm.”
The woods exploded with the harsh cries of a thousand raven tongues. The myriad sound of fluttering wings swept through the forest like a rushing wind. The forest grew hushed after the sounds faded, leaving Dylan alone with her conflicting thoughts.
Three months later
Dylan Plumm was for all intents and purposes a dead woman. Another star on an agency wall, another unsolved mystery to drive her former superiors mad. A new woman emerged from the gestation pod in the new safe house. She was shorter than Dylan, her body more sinuously curved than the slender FBI agent. Her wavy hair was the perfect shade of ginger; her green eyes sparkled when the light struck them.
Yet Dylan still existed, reduced to data stored in the new woman’s memory core. Her FBI career, her life, and most importantly her encounter with the Blurred Man remained intact, digitally logged along with thousands of other lives and personas she lived in the past.
“Welcome back,” Chip said. The synthetic assistant hovered above the pod, humming quietly. “I see you’ve chosen the alias of Mary Jane Kelley, a thermodynamic physicist. Interesting name choice.”
“I find it appropriate,” Mary Jane said.
“How so?”
“It was before your time, Chip. The name and form is to honor someone I knew a long time ago, although I’m sure I will miss being Dylan Plumm. How are things progressing with the alias insertion?”
Chip’s beacon lit up, projecting a holographic screen scrolling with data. “As you directed, I took one of your stock aliases and activated it when you retired to begin your metamorphosis. Since then I’ve been hard at work implanting you into the infrastructure of society.”
Mary Jane absorbed the flickering data and pictures, downloading the new personality profile into her memory core in seconds. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Chip.”
The automaton buzzed in a pleased manner. “As you can see, after publishing your theories on a possible new energy source you are now the talk of the science community. Your face graces the Person of the Year cover of Time. Not bad for someone who didn’t exist ninety days ago.”
Mary Jane scanned the magazine’s interior. Inside was a lengthy article covering her research and reclusive personality. Her research was considered brilliant and remarkable. Her personal life was reportedly so cloistered that practically no details existed.
“Excellent idea to make me a reclusive enigma,” Mary Jane said. “No known friends or family, no social footprint. I’m sure that makes it easier for your work. This alias creation must become more difficult the more technology advances.”
Chip’s humming sounded distinctively smug. “Not so much. Actually the more humans lean on technology, the easier it is to create a history complete with full records of one’s existence. All I have to do is insert the data in the correct places.”
“That doesn’t make up for human memory,” Mary Jane said. “All this attention could be a slippery slope. More than a few people would recall a young lady this brilliant, no matter how reclusive she was.”
“And some people do. Or at least they believe so. I purposely created some high school and university photographs which resemble several other shy and introverted girls. Several people from those schools have already given interviews ‘recalling’ you as withdrawn, a loner, enigmatic, etc. I’m constantly amazed how easy it is for the human mind to fool itself.”
“The wonder of memory deception,” Mary Jane said. She flicked across the various screens. “My face seems to be everywhere in the media.”
“All the more to make you enticing,” Chip said. “Your beauty has Cover Girl desperate for an endorsement deal, and your research has attracted invitations from the most powerful organizations wanting to conference, share resources, or offer employment deals starting in the seven figures.”
Mary Jane enlarged the screen displaying a myriad of emails from various companies offering employment. One of the organizations was Chimera Global. She clicked on it.
“Excellent work, Chip. Keep at it. The more we cement my identity, the harder it will be to cross-examine it.”
“Considering a bit of espionage, are we? How exciting.” Lights danced around Chip’s surface.
Mary Jane sat down on her leather sofa and gazed at the lights that winked from beyond her floor-to-ceiling windows. The Manhattan skyline glimmered, its nighttime display a lightshow that created dancing shadows in her penthouse apartment. Her mental circuits analyzed the flood of probabilities. Her entire life had altered in a ninety-day period, changing every variable established while living as Dylan Plumm. Yet something more difficult lay before her as well. An unavoidable choice awaited her decision, one unlike any she faced before.
A buzzing sound interrupted her introspection. The phone on the nearby table vibrated softly. She looked at the ID displayed. The profile’s face was obscured.
Mary Jane picked up the phone.
“Hello again,” the Blurred Man said.
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