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FOREWORDS: CHAOS AND COSMOS

I hope not to surprise anybody by stating this Universe is extremely unfair and boringly binary, in terms of nature and applied sciences. Yes, there was a Big Bang, Big Egg, moment of creation, among other names, from which 2 fundamental and opposite tendencies were created: Chaos (or disorder) and Cosmos (order in Greek). I’m still waiting to see a third one, but I don’t think I will live to see it. So, boringly binary.

For a variety of options, we have evolution (a tiny achievement of Cosmos) to equip us with brains capable of choosing the flavor of an ice-cream, the color of a T-shirt, the candidate to vote or the person to love. But back to the unfair eternal match between those 2 tendencies, Chaos always wins, and you know why? Because it’s easier, and effortless. So, we can conclude that we have a lazy-by-design Universe.

Every housewife or househusband knows how much energy and time is dedicated to clean, fold, iron, wash, house repair what time (that great ally of Chaos) does on its own... by simply letting the hours and the days go by. Don’t you believe me? Try not to do or pay someone else to do any cleaning or maintenance in your house for a week or two and send me your input on how it went. Yuck, right?

Then let’s think of how and why that tiny little spark of achievement attributed to Cosmos (we’ll throw that down in just a moment) called Life emerged on this planet. First, it involved adequate conditions for biological life forms to emerge and develop on Earth.  Are you concerned about how much you pay for gas and electricity to heat your home? Imagine how much energy it was spent to heat a whole planet for a lapse of billions of years. We mean by this the sun combustion, of course (the fact that we don’t pay it, it doesn’t mean the chaos isn’t the same and in a much larger scale, of course).

Furthermore, for each Cosmos = order achievement you can think of, also think how much energy and time has been spent on its creation: a house, a car, a bridge, personal healthcare or even hygiene. Chaos always wins in the balance. And must we add to this, that Chaos is a natural behavior of this universe, while Cosmos is forced.

How can we blame the supporters of Chaos? Everybody wants to be on the winning team, right? And Chaos wins... every single time. However, Chaos fans are not so popular among civilized people, and this is for a good reason: Chaos hurts people.

Nobody would blame or put names on chaotic forms of art, like punk rock, or Picasso’s paintings, but Chaos is also spread in the shape of wars, hunger, corporate eagerness, imperialism, sexism, human traffic, aberrations of all kinds and justifications for just a few and meaning damage to so much more people’s rights.

However, to be on the winning side doesn’t mean that tomorrow you’ll be on the other side of this uneven balance of powers.

Finally, this is a fiction story, right? There are some notorious personalities depicted here, and this disclaimer serves as cushion for lawsuits, but it wouldn’t be strange if you would not find strange that those personalities have done what the story describes they have done, including a character named James W. Gardner, President of the United States in 2005, where the narrative takes place, that you know, and I know, who we are really talking about, but for caution purposes, is the only name that has been replaced.

Be my guests, with no more forewords to add to: Arioch – Lord of Chaos and Destruction.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1 – P.I. WARDEN
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GO STRAIGHT TO THE WHITE HOUSE, IMMEDIATELY!

That’s it?, though Jack, reading the message on his cell phone.


-  Damned modern technologies -he mumbled quietly, so he wouldn’t wake up Carla... or was she Conchita? He looked again to the dark-skinned young lady lying down on the bed of the dirty motel located on a little dusty town near Tijuana. He stared at her beautiful barely adult features as if he was searching for the answer.


It was the first free weekend the paranoid Gardner government gave him in 2 months, because the President “heard voices” that told him what to do.

When would those voices tell him to kill himself? With a smile in his lips thinking about this, we went noiselessly to the balcony, whose windows he had left open so that the fresh night breeze entered.

Now it was noon and the sun fell vertically onto the town square. The heat was simply inhuman, and the only decent thing to do was to drink some tequilas, have good sex, and sleep a peaceful siesta (a nap), till the afternoon freshened up a little the air.

Any activity he could think of seemed to him more pleasant that to return this call... If they didn’t pay so well. Ok, let’s see who the fuck left this message, he mumbled while he dialed the number on his mobile phone. He didn’t recognize the number, and that was a strange thing. Only the highest government staff members had it. By the zone code, it was from Washington. Who would it be?

A harsh masculine voice came to him from the other side:

- Hi.

- Hi, I’m Jack Warden, and a message was left from this number on my cell phone, telling me to go directly to the White House, immediately.

- I left it... more than 4 hours ago! -said the unidentified man, with a mix of fury and irony.

- Listen to me, Mr.....

- Huckster.

- ... Huckster, look, I’m enjoying of a well-deserved holidays in Mexico. You’d better have a good reason to interrupt them.

- President Gardner was murdered in the oval office. Do you think it’s a good reason to interrupt your “well deserved holidays”?

Some seconds passed before Jack could recover his breath and ask, in a babbling way:

- Can.. Can you repeat that?

- I’ve said that President James W. Gardner was brutally murdered in the oval office. Now... would you be so kind to give us your exact position so we could lift you up as soon as possible?

- I can be in 30 minutes in the airport of Tijuana, Mr....  

- Huckster, God damn!

- ... Huckster.

- Ok, Warden, in 30 minutes and not a minute more. You’ll understand there’s no time to lose.

- Yes, I do.

- Ok, Huckster Out -he hanged.

Quickly, his training at the CIA took him out of his stunning, and in less than 2 minutes he was jumping on the Cadillac he had rented. He didn’t even say goodbye to... well... whatever her name was.

The Cadillac made its best performance to take him in no time at all to Tijuana airport, where, to his surprise, a Harrier had just landed, and waited for him with its engines on.

The pilot introduced himself as Lt. Cdr. Jones, from the Navy, and helped him get installed in a very professional and impersonal way into the rear seat.

- Cdr. Jones, what’s the lead time to Washington? -asked Jack, while the aircraft lifted vertically to the curious eyes of the Airport’s personnel, and the passengers boarding an old DC-10.

- 1 hour 57 minutes. I’ve received order to take you at maximum speed, even if the engines are overheated.

- Ok, just try not to kill us, will you?

- Yes, Sir, understood.

Yes, Sir? That pilot seemed to treat him as a superior. Jack died to know what the Commander knew about his mission.

- Tell me, Commander: how much do you know about the mission?

- Nothing at all....

I supposed, thought Jack.

- ... our aircraft carrier was at the north of Guantánamo, and we were given orders from Washington to escort and protect a dignitary on a vital mission of national security. 

You bet it is, thought Jack, and said aloud:

- You’ve said: we?

- Look at both sides, Sir.

Right that moment, two fighters entered formation on both sides of the Harrier, then two more, forming a spear point.

Five sophisticated fighters to take a dignitary with a flowered shirt and shorts straightly to the crime scene, thought Jack, I don’t get it... there’s something wrong here... very wrong.

Not that the assassination of a President of the United States wasn’t worth it, but there was something that didn’t close. He slowly caressed his mustaches inside out with his thumb and index, following down to the bottom of his chin (his typical gesture when he was concentrating), and the harsh contact with the shade of his beard took him out of his concentration.

- Commander, can we make a contact directly to the White House?

- Yes, Sir.

- Contact Huckster there, please.

- Black Eagle leader to Marble Tower. Over.

- Here Marble Tower, go ahead Black Eagle leader. Over.

- Informing estimated ETA in 1 hour 45 minutes, with VIP package asked for. Over.

Oh, all right... first a dignitary and then a package... these Navy terms... at least I’m a VIP package, said Jack to himself sarcastically.

- Copy, Black Eagle leader. Is there anything else we can do for you? Over.

- In fact, there is, our dignitary wishes to speak with Huckster online. Over.

Some seconds of radio silence and a little static passed.

- Huckster here -sounded the harsh voice through the headphones.

You forgot to say “Over”, sir -this time was Jack who spoke-. And please change to a secure line.

He heard a click.

- Ok, don’t come to me with your psychological bullshit, Warden. My rank isn’t military, so I’m not ruled by their canons. Is there anything else you’d want to ask me DIRECTLY? -And he underlined this last word.

- Yes, indeed. I want to know if you have or can get a white silk suit size 42 for me, with underwear of the same material and a pair of moccasins with inside silk lining size 16, while we get there.

- ¡¡¿¿WHAT??!! -Jack had to move away his headphones to avoid turning deaf by the shout–. What do you think I am? Your fucking servant? I wasn’t promoted National Chief of Anti-Terrorist Security because of my good shopping -and he practically spitted these last words.

- I don’t think you were, but thanks for revealing your position before I asked for it. What are the orders the Vice President gave you?

On the other side, he heard several snorts, grumbles and shut protests.

- How do you know I received orders directly from him? -he could finally articulate.

- What were your orders, Chief?

- To assist you anyway I could.

- It’s not a big deal what I ask for, right? Now... apart from the clothes, I’ll need a shower with white neutral soap and dandruff shampoo. Oh... and a white razor, too.

- I’ll see that you have it, Warden. You’d better be good at what you do.

- I am. And I’m your last chance, too. I know it’s the first time we’ll work together, Huckster, but if I was summoned, it’s because your criminologist’s teams from the CIA, the FBI and the NSA were already there, and have no idea about who did it or why. Perhaps not even how, as well.

He heard no response at all, so he continued:

- What? Have I guessed right again?

- You’re a pain in the ass, Warden.

- Yeah, I know. What have the three crime scene teams done till now?

- Take pictures and measures of all kinds, collect DNA samples, look for digital fingerprints, run the mass spectrograph, check for fails in the perimeter security...

- Well-well, give them a slap on their shoulders, congratulate them for their great job and invite them to take a snack on some meeting room.

- All of them? They’re still working on the crime scene.

- You mean ruining it. Huckster, you’re a chronic stubborn, did you know?

- Yeah, my wife always tells me that.

- Who’s in command of the CS teams?

- Levington for the FBI, Pendletton with the NSA and Schwartz of the CIA.

- You’ve said Schwartz of the CIA? Is agent Carmen Torres with him?

Jack had to wait some seconds before getting answered:

- In fact, yes, Warden.... old Agency mates?

Jack rejected the question, and just said:

- Can you send me complete profiles of the 4 of them?

- Plane reading material? Don’t you also want...

Suddenly, Jack started whistling the National Anthem.

... What the fuck are you doing, Warden?

- Remembering you what you’re defending, so you do defend it! Let’s see, Huckster: who put the Vice-President in command of the investigation?

- You, Sir.

- OK, then. Will you do all that I ask without questioning?

- I will, damn, I will. Transmitting requested data to your computer.

- Well, see you at my arrival. Warden out.

Profiles began to be received on the co-pilot's computer, but Jack wasn’t looking at them. What good would that be? Pages and pages of useless information except for someone who’d be interest in writing their biographies.

Jack’s sight was lost in the clouds that extended for miles below the Harrier. Now and then, a hole in the cloud floor let him see the continent, as if it was a scale model. Then he gazed at the escorting fighters. Finally, he connected the internal line and said to the pilot:

- What’s the ETA?

- If we don’t explode before? 1 hour and 2 minutes, Sir.

Fair enough, said Jack to himself, and closed his eyes.

He needed to clear up all his senses, free himself from physical limitations and open his mind to another kind of sensations and perceptions. He let his mind wander, go from a memory to another, but always keeping away from the investigation he had now on his hands.

Little by little the pressure of the security belts disappeared, the clouds, the constant whistle from the Harrier turbines, the memories, the emotions, and all that was left was the image of a quiet park, beside a lake, and a very pale sky.

The only sensation he had was of his own existence... and nothing else. He wasn’t Jack the agent, nor the private eye, not the lover nor the student, but simply: Jack.

However, there was another presence next to his, a presence of a spotless white... of an immense goodness. He didn’t recognize it at the beginning. For some reason, the tall figure that stood in front of him seemed familiar. Dismayed, he could recognize after a few moments an old friend from his childhood: Mr. Goodfellow.

It’s a long time since you last visited me, he thought more than he said. He was conscious that somewhere over the American skies his body flew at 3.5 times the speed of sound. But he wasn’t there. He was in a park by the lake, enjoying the reunion with an old friend from his childhood.

Mr. Goodfellow lent his wrinkled hand, he took it, and they began to go towards the lake. His old mentor was inviting him to get in the deep world of dreams. He didn’t express it with words, but Jack knew that the man in the white suit, with his white braided mane on his back wanted to show him something.

He trusted him, as he did when he was a child, and fell deeply asleep.
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CHAPTER 2 – THE DAY IT ALL CHANGED
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Images came in blurred to his mind. First thing he could distinguish clearly was the dazzling brightness of a crystal chandelier.  Everything else in the room twisted dizzily around him. Then it started to stop, spinning slower each time, till it finally stopped.

Then, he could see what seemed to be the party hall of a mansion or castle. Anywhere he stared, all was luxury and exuberance. The table was set for dinner. The thirty men and women were all dressed up. They were sited gesturing, talking and smiling... in the most absolute silence. Suddenly, noise shocked him when it appeared.

The woman beside him looked dismayed. She was a sweet faced oriental woman, with very black sparkling eyes, Vietnamese born, but with the looks of an occidental woman.

- Mother?

- Son, what happens? You looked scared.

And like run over by a train, memories invaded Stephan’s mind.

He was at the Embassy of the United States in Peru, and he was... he looked at his reflection on one of the many mirrors in the room... twelve years old. He knew he was dreaming, but... why revive this moment? What was to be seen there?

In the head of the table, sat the “Ambassador” of the United States in Peru. The kid hated that monster with all his heart, because that’s what he was, a monster.

Stephan Wellington III was born in Vietnam, where his father (at that time the Ambassador at Saigon), had fallen in love with his assistant, Wang Lee Jiang, where she gave birth to him.

His birth, or so he’d been told, was aboard of a helicopter that transported the high rank staff of the U.S. Government on their retreat from Vietnam, when the Viet Cong advanced with sure pace over the streets of the former capital of South Vietnam.

He remembered his childhood as a constant change from country to country, from Embassy to Embassy: in Afghanistan, when the Russian tanks invaded the country, in South America, while dictatorial governments supported by the American Government tortured and massacred, and finally, for the last 2 years, in Peru.

He never really set a foot on a regular school or high school, but Stephan was exposed to highly more hard and advanced instruction than any normal kid of his age.

When he was 12, he spoke five languages without an accent (accents hurt badly when the almost-Hitlerian governess beat him with her instruction stick), and at least another four with fluidness.

He mastered horse riding and fencing, and was well versed in geography, universal history, literature and philosophy, politics and religion.

However, despite not having the normal life of a child of his age, his father had insisted that he took contact with the cultures and habits of each one of the countries he’d been living on. That, and nothing else, was what he gave thanks to his father for. But he never went out of the Embassy limits without two agents of the United States Secret Service.

Till he was 10, he was innocent about the true mission of his father, very far from “diplomacy”.

One summer afternoon he finished the French lesson with Hildegard, his Hitlerian governess. It was hot, and he was reciting for the third consecutive time the first chapter of Cyrano de Bergerac, in French, by heart, and of course, “without a single accent”. While he did it, he held a foil on each extended arm horizontally, because, according to Hildegard, it was worthless to have a strong mind in a weak body.

At last, he finished it and the 10-year-old boy could lower his arms. They hurt him horribly, but as he was used to, he didn’t complain.

- Now, Stephan, let’s go to the beach...

The kid opened his eyes wide, but his smile died on his lips, when his governess continued:

- ... I’ll show you sea salvage.

45 seconds later (the kid knew he couldn’t take longer), he was ready to go with his swimming shorts on. Hildegard was dressed in her swimsuit too, what was a surprise for the kid, since the governess always was so demure.

Despite her 35 years, Stephan thought, she had nothing to envy to any publicity model, with her 5’10”, her broad shoulders and her exuberant curves.

- We’ll go walking -announced Hildegard, more to the guards that swiftly escorted them that to Stephan.

The U.S. Embassy in Uruguay (a little South American country with a dictatorial government about to end), was just a few blocks was from the boardwalk. On the way, Hildegard didn’t exchange a word with her pupil, but Stephan could feel, with the special sensibility kids have, that something was going wrong. If that was possible, something was making the Ice woman nervous.

Once they arrived at the beach, she gave him the signal to go with her onto the water, till the level was at the boy’s chest. It was a shallow beach, so they had to walk a hundred yards to reach that dept.

- Well, Stephan, it’s time you know who your father really is. Stephan Wellington II’s real name is Christopher Wallace, and he’s a spy for the Central Intelligence Agency.

- The CIA?

- Exactly. Now take my neck from behind with one arm and do the simulation of swimming with the other (Stephan did so). Well, as I was telling you, his specialty is to detect anti-American operations and de-articulate them. That means, that every native citizen whose ideas could be “dangerous”, is disappeared, tortured, and finally terminated. This is your “father”, Stephan, a torturer and murderer. His cover-up is the one of the diplomat you know.... wait, now let’s shift positions. Ready. Good boy.

- But, what do you mean? -said Stephan with a certain difficulty, when he was grabbed from behind by the strong Hildegard’s arm– So, my family is a cover-up too?

- Absolutely! Your mother was a spy for the Americans inside the Viet Cong and you, my poor Stephan, are nothing more than another orphan the war left behind. Your oriental and Caucasian features indicate that your father was American and your mother Vietnamese, or vice versa, but you can be sure that they aren’t the ones you know as your father and mother.

- How do you know all these things?

- It was me who took you from the orphanage... 10 years ago.

- But if this is true, then you...

- ... yes, damn! I belonged to the CIA too, until today. Now stand in front of me and rise and lower your arms as if you were practicing some stupid breathing exercise. I joined the Agency to protect my country, not to torture and punish the third world countries, to get their fear to the States, and turn them into its slaves.

- But, I don’t get it....

- Come on, Stephan, you’re smarter than that. I taught you to. My mission was to fully train you as a secret agent from your birth. I was the pioneer of project Cradle, and I’m the one who obtained the best results until now. I formed your mind and your body to outstand the children of your age. Your IQ is 70% higher than average, your knowledge exceeds now that of most scholars.

Stephan saw the brightness of pride in the eyes of his governess, but it disappeared while she spoke again:

- Regretfully, I did my job too well. Someday you’ll know whether to thank or hate me -She made a pause while an outboard engine was heard behind her, coming from the sea-. I’m deserting today, Stephan, and I wanted you to know the truth before leaving.

The boy couldn’t hold, and a solitary tear fell through his cheek while the outboard was heard nearer each time.

- I’ll miss you, he said.

It was curious, Stephan thought, to cherish Hildegard, to miss her shouting, her beating him and her training sticks. But she took care of him and trained him from the cradle. In his lonely and isolated childhood, she had been his best friend. his only friend. His “mother” was almost never with him, like his “father”, and now he knew why.

- Hey, don’t cry, Stephy. You’ll have to be strong. You’ll have to play their game as if you knew nothing. If they discover you suspect anything, they’ll surely terminate you.

The boat stopped between them and the coast. The guys of the secret service drew their guns, making a chaos start among the bathers.

- Goodbye, Stephan, be strong... and get down.

She said no more, jumped into the boat with a quick movement, and the boat started towards the sea.

Get down? What had she meant by that? The first gunshots came buzzing over his head. Stephan saw his “governess” hiding behind the boat’s side, shooting towards the coast, while the bullets from there bounced against the little bullet-proof ship.

He sunk... too late. A bullet made impact on Stephan’s left shoulder from behind.

He yelled with pain and surfaced. Nothing in the world had prepared him for that shock.

Lost blood had started to cause its effect. He began to feel dizzy. Only the stabbing pain kept him conscious.  He tried to move to the shore. God! The imaginary knife he felt in his shoulder revolved in his wound. He folded his arm over the chest and started to walk.

The Secret Service agents had stopped shooting and headed as fast as their suits allowed them towards Stephan. The kid though there were miles the distance that separated him from his “rescuers”. His sight was clouding, he lost the strength in his legs and started to fall. Soon he was under the water surface. Gathering all his strengths to surfaced. His nose emerged and he took breath, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to repeat the deed.

Anyway, the pain began to lose intensity, and that could only mean one thing. The last thing he felt was the caress of a muscled suited arm around him. Then... he felt nothing at all.
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CHAPTER 3 – AGENT TORRES
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The Harrier’s cabin opening woke Jack up.

A retinue was waiting for him at the White House’s heliport, formed by an aggressive looking, aquiline nosed gray-haired man, and two agents of the Secret Service, by their looks.

- Huckster, I assume.

- You guessed right again, Warden. Have you lost your tickets for the Beach Boys’ concert?

- Very funny. Is it ready what I’ve asked for?

- Follow me. It’s all set up, Snow White.

- Have you sealed Oval Office?

- Yep.

- What was the reaction of the Crime Scene teams?

- Offended at the beginning. But then, for the comments I’ve heard, very willing to cooperate. Seems you’ve captivated their interest.

- That was precisely my objective.

- How you do it? Are you some shrink freak or something?

- God asks less, and does more.

The National Chief of Anti-Terrorist Fight led him through halls, gates and corridors, till they arrived at a hosts’ room, with a bathroom inside, where properly disposed over the bed, he found the clothes and other things we’d asked for. 

On the way they went across some 40 or 50 people: bureaucrats, bodyguards, agents from the FBI, CIA and the NSA, generals... even the first lady. With none they crossed a word. But their faces showed fear, uncertainty, surprise, contained fury... but no one of those people, not even the first lady, cried for the president. Sow a breeze, James W., and you’ll harvest storm.

Before closing the room’s door, Huckster said to him:

- Hope you won’t take long, Warden.

- I was the first civilian to successfully pass the Navy Seals training, if that means something to you. Besides, unless the President resurrects, I don’t think anything extraordinary will happen if we take some minutes.

- OK, I’ll smoke a cigarette while I wait.

Huckster was finishing his cigarette when from the room, a very different Jack came out: just showered, clean-shaven, and impeccable in his white suit.

Without exchanging words, they headed to the meeting room where the heads of the Crime Scene teams and agent Carmen Torres waited for him.

Jack saluted everyone and dedicated a meaningful look to his ex – assistant of the CIA.

- Always second in command, Torres?

- Always a conceited asshole, Warden?

Jack smiled, and talking to the gathered people, he said:

- Well, don’t have a sit, for there’s no time to lose. Huckster, could you lend me your gun for a second?

Huckster took it from its sheath and handed it to him.

- Good gun, well calibrated -said Jack while checking, balancing it, watching the cartridge was full–. A 9mm Beretta, best of the best. Gentlemen, are you afraid to die?

There was no answer. The five faces looked at him stunned. For the surprise of everyone, Jack shouted with all his lungs while directing the gun to Schwartz, shooting three times almost simultaneously, all in a fraction of a second. Then he put the gun in the table in front of him and lifted his arms, with agile and precise movements.

The reactions on the room were various. Huckster, some yards on his side, run to stop him, but didn’t arrive. Young Pendletton and Levington pulled out their guns and aimed at Warden. Schwartz lifted his arms to cover his face and turned around, in a vane attempt to avoid the inevitable and sad end.

Carmen Torres pulled out too, aimed Jack, then she threw her gun to the floor, turned around to place herself between Jack and Pendletton and Levington’s fire line, while shouting:

- ¡¡DON’T SHOOT!! ¡¡DON’T SHOOT!!

Just on time. Half dozen armed men rushed into the room.

- ¡Nobody shoots! -continued Torres, and then calmer-. Put your guns down. Huckster, tell your men to put the guns down. Levington, Pendletton, look. With a gesture of her head she pointed towards Schwartz position.

The agents did so, to see a completely unhurt Schwartz, with 3 bullet holes on the wall behind him. The 50-year-old man had lost all the aplomb and was on his knees, crying like a little boy. On his pants, a wet stain could be seen.

Huckster smiled, then mumbling to Jack’s ear, he said:

- You son of a bitch, Warden, that’s what you wanted the files for – and then out loud: - It’s all right, boys. Put your guns down. Everything’s in order. Everybody put your guns down.

Warden, still with his arms up, lowered them slowly, and said:

- The fear of death, gentlemen, is disqualifying for the field agents. Schwartz, I think the Agency will award your years on duty with a nice and quiet desk job. Your days as a field agent have come to an end –He did a theatrical pause–. Your wife died as a victim of embolism one and a half years ago, and your daughter in a car accident 2 months ago. The conclusion is obvious and evident: you feel terror of your own death and will paralyze as you did now during the investigation we have ahead. You’re out of the CIA team. Agent Torres is in charge now, am I right?

- I am, she confirmed.

- Then, if there are no more objections, I’ll ask the gentlemen that rushed in to escort Schwartz to the exit door. Oh! And please lend him some clean pants, if you were so kind.

Huckster confirmed the order with a nod of his head, and they proceeded to take away the weeping Schwartz, closing the door behind.

- Now you -continued Jack looking at Levington and Pendletton–. Good reflexes, boys, but you lacked the quick look around Torres did. You should have paid attention to where the bullets made impact before aiming at me. Next time you could hurt an innocent. You, Torres, good job. You’re on charge of the crime scene team of the CIA, and second in my team... again.

- And you, Huckster....

- ... Oh, wait, I know, I didn’t run fast enough to you, and I got a D, right?

- You, Huckster... can you lead us to the crime scene?
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CHAPTER 4 - HOSTAGES
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Stephan woke up at the British Hospital in Montevideo, the capital city of Uruguay. It was the finest surgical center in the undeveloped country but was far from the IC units of American hospitals.

When he was taken out of the beach unconscious, a helicopter landed, and they urgently took him to that hospital, where the surgeons did their best to stabilize him with great efforts. The kid was strong, but he had arrived with a thread of life.

He opened his eyes to see a very infrequent scene: his mother and father gathered next to his bed. At the beginning he brightened up. But when he looked at their faces, he remembered what Hildegard told him before leaving... those where not his parents. On their features there was no pain, no harm, as regular parents would have felt.

Their expression reflected concern about themselves and the lab creature of project Cradle they had almost lost. Apart from that, there was rage against those who had nearly destroyed a body and a mind on which several hundred thousand dollars had been spent.

- Stephan, son, are you all right? -his mother asked.

- Yes, mother, I’m still a little dizzy.

- You’ve received many painkillers. On the 2 weeks you’ve been in coma, you’ve had nightmares, and sometimes your heart beats raised dangerously. Dr. Cranwell, from Washington Memorial, has come to supervise your recovery.

Fortunately, Stephan’s brain had been molded by his governess to adapt quickly to hard changes. If it wasn’t so, his father’s question would have caught him unaware:

- Did Hildegard say something before she left?

- Nothing unusual, father. We were practicing sea salvage on the beach, first I grabbed her, then she grabbed me an then... a boat came right near us, and without a word, she jumped in and then...  the shootings began.

- Yes, my dear, you almost lost your life -said his “father”, and then, with a penetrating look, he continued-. The damn woman was an undercover agent for the KGB that reached to infiltrate in our home. She had been spying us for years. Think, son, think again: don’t you remember anything that could lead us to her?

- I don’t know... all is confusing in my head, father. If only I’ve had my foil handy to stab Hildegard or her accomplice who shot me.

He said that, and hoped he had aimed the target... He did. His father was now convinced on which side he was.

- We’ll do better than that, son -said his father with a smile-. I’ll call Washington and ask for an expert sniper comes to train you in the use of fire guns.

- All of them? Can I, daddy?

- Sure thing! You’ll never be caught unaware again.

Hildegard was replaced by another governess equally smart and rude (most probably, another CIA agent) and Stephan knew how to keep his discretion all the time. God... it was so easy to cheat adults when you’re a kid!

Along with the academic training, he took fire guns’, and many years later, he learned that all the kids of project Cradle had started it at the same time.

He was only 12, but he could handle efficiently weapons going from a simple arch to a 9 mm, and even the powerful M16.

Each shooting lesson took 3 to 4 hours daily, and he dedicated them to his father. On the target, it was the damn man’s face he aimed to. And thus, with only 12 years of age, he had turned a knives and gun’s expert, and he knew what it was... to hate.

For years he planned and waited. He planned his revenge and waited for the right moment. He’d imagined thousands of ways to terminate his fake parents, but the occasion came at last on that dinner at the U.S. Embassy in Peru.

Meanwhile, he learned stealthily all he could about the real mission of his father. He discovered Top Secret labeled envelopes, and a number engraved on the back of his father’s Rolex. Surely it belonged to a numbered account in Switzerland. He even caught conversations between his “parents” where they called themselves by their real names: Christopher and Dai Lang.

A smile curved his lips on the table where he was sited with so many dignitaries that night, knowing he had much info about them, and they had so little about him.

Some shut buzzes could be heard from the room contiguous to the party hall. Stephan listened that with attention. Even asleep he would have recognized the buzzing of a silencer on an assault weapon.

His father at the other end of the table recognized it too, and he pulled his gun out... too late. A dozen or more hooded men rushed with rifles and automatic guns into the party hall. Christopher took the first down, but the one behind buzzed 3 gunshots into his heart killing him instantly.

The companions at table irrupted in shouting and hysterical scenes, for they were just simple (and real) diplomats and bureaucrats, except for his mother. She gazed the situation quiet, surely deciding if it was convenient to pull out the gun Stephan knew she had hidden in her panties. Finally, she didn’t, and imitated all the rest and started weeping with crocodile tears, and sentences like “Don’t kill me, please”, or “Take the jewels and the crockery, if you want, but don’t shoot me”.

A figure (doubtlessly the hooded gang leader, tall and robust), headed directly to Dai Ling. To everyone’s surprise, she took out her hood, and a blonde mane fell over her shoulders.

- Hildegard! -said Stephan astounded.

- Hi, Stephan, what’s up? How have those fakers treated you?

Her accent wasn’t German at all, but rather American, perhaps from the poor districts of New Jersey.

Dai Ling’s face raged with fury, and then went to Stephan, who smiled at her with a mix of innocence and malevolence.

The eyes of Dai Ling sparkled. She did a subtle movement to pull out her gun, but not subtly enough to fool the training Hildegard had. She shot the Viet impostor on her right shoulder.

- None of that, bitch! You’re more useful to us alive than dead. Oh, don’t look at Stephan with anger. He had no idea of the attack, but if he followed my last instructions correctly, he must have faked he didn’t know your names. Did you, Stephan?

- Of course, my favorite governess. Or do you think I would risk some more training stick beating? -and he winked his eye. She winked back.

The others (diplomats and terrorists) followed with expectation the dialogue they couldn’t understand, for they 3 were speaking in German, now. Hildegard knew it, so with a high and authoritarian voice, she shouted, while putting her hood on again:

- Ok, gents and ladies (now in perfect Spanish, without an accent), you’re being kidnapped. If you do no foolish things, your governments will pay well for your rescue and nobody gets hurt. But if you try something, even the minimal attempt of escape or disobedience, you’ll end with a bullet between your eyes. Am I clear?

Everybody nodded silently.

- Carlos, is the transport ready?

- Started and waiting for us.

- Now, MOVE! Come on, move your fat dirty asses or I’ll execute you before you reach the truck!

A remarkable change, thought Stephan, from a cold and severe governess, to a wild and passionate guerrilla leader. But he didn’t care, he was happy to reunite with her.

This way, Stephan took contact with the rising terrorist movement of Sendero Luminoso.
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CHAPTER 5 – THE CRIME SCENE
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The guards who watched over the world’s most famous office opened it when they saw Huckster with a retinue of agents coming by the corridor. All of them carried miner flashlights on their heads.

All except Warden, put their latex gloves on before getting inside the office, taking place where he indicated them.

The room was obscure, except for the moon rays coming in from the window.

- Be so kind not to move from your positions unless I tell you too, will you? (Everybody nodded). – Now, what do we have here?

Jack checked around the room with his torchlight, loosing no detail. All was very out of place: sofas, papers, paintings, carpets, lamps (that was why the room was in darkness), even the president’s oak desk not lighter than 300 pounds). Everything was knocked, broken in pieces, torn, as if a hurricane has passed through. All, except for one thing.

On the wall just to the right where the desk must have been, there was a world map the President had ordered at Tiffany’s.

The map, somewhat different from ordinary ones, had the States in its center, and the rest of the world around it, a typical thought of the White House’s lunatic tenant. It was 10 feet wide and 7 feet tall. Its background was made of quartz, agate and amethyst, according to the dominant landscape (dessert, water, valleys or mountains). The highest mountain chains relieves where marked, and the names of the countries written in silver filigree.

The frame, according to what Jack could appreciate from his position, 3 paces far from it, was pure 24 carat gold. And over the map, and stuck by stone stakes, the mutilated rests of the President of the United States of America. Jack made a long whistle.

He backed a few paces away and said to Huckster, positioned next to the door:


-  I’ll need 3 spotlights; 1000 Watts will do.


Huckster transmitted the order to the guards at the door. Warden went to the window, and made the gesture of watching it, its frame, the garden beyond, the moon... But Jack wasn’t watching at all. He couldn’t. His eyes had turned completely white, and his skin had lost its tanned color.

But Jack wasn’t sick at all. His physiological changes were part of his gift, of what made him the best private eye in the States, and probably worldwide. He was able to reduce his external senses to the minimum, and open his perception to a world of energies, of spirits, where matter was nothing but a shell. His reasoning and deductions in this condition, were extremely fast. Simply, time seemed to stop, only it didn’t, everything around seemed to freeze, even his own movements, everything that needed matter... but it wasn’t so. 

He had this gift since he could remember. Of course, at the beginning he had frightened his mother. Doctors had no explanation for his momentary paleness or the loose of pupil and iris in his eyes, nor for the super-fast reflexes that had avoided him every accident kids are exposed to since they could walked.

However, what worried Jessica, his mother, the most, was the insistence on his imaginary friend: Mr. Goodfellow. Only it wasn’t imaginary at all for Jack. He was absolutely real.

He met him on a park by the lake, near the house where he lived with his mother in Denver suburbs, when he was 7. First thing that surprised him of the old man was that everything on him was white: his silk suit, his leather shoes, the white braided mane on his back... and the skin and eyes, just like his own when he concentrated on something.

Someone on this world, was like himself. What a fabulous discovery! This generated in the Warden child a natural linking to the old man. With time, he became his best and only friend, and his mentor. Mr. Goodfellow taught him how to live with his gift without raising the alarm among common people. He showed him a variety of faculties his vision in 5 dimensions (length, width, height, time and energy) gave him, even if he wasn’t concentrating, not necessarily showing external symptoms.

He learned, for instance, how to see spirits that had left their physical bodies, or never had one, sometimes human shaped, sometimes very different. He could detect the halo of living things, that energy that flows from people and animals and reflects who they are, how they think and what they feel. In a few words: their essence. 

He could even, as he did a moment before when he was introduced to the detectives, say something (in this case if anybody feared dying), and sense the reaction of each one, and predict what would be their future reaction too.

A limited ability of moving objects and a short distance telepathy where part of his gifts too, but it worked with nothing but animals, and just some human beings with the necessary open mind to receive him, and those were the fewer.

Jack concerned about human being in general. In his 15 years of service at the CIA and the 5 more he spent as a private eye, he traveled the world through, solving crimes, finding fugitives, detecting attacks before they came to be, and everywhere people acted alike: unadventurous, programmed, predictable lives, people without imagination, shallow some of them, super-structured the others, and all with their minds shut to anything that escaped from daily experience, from “normal” things.

It wasn’t amazing then, that they’ve discriminated him from childhood, and they would still do, if Mr. Goodfellow hadn’t taught him how to simulate, he was just like anyone else.

His mother cried of happiness when the shrink said he was finally cured. The “schizophrenia”, the hallucinations and delirium of halos and people that didn’t exist had been replaced for a healthier and socially accepted common sense.

The only thing he thanked was to that he no longer would have to hide the pills below his tongue and then spit them. Sometimes he would swallow the pill by mistake, and yes, he stopped seeing halos and spirits, but his thoughts and movements slowed, and he could do nothing more than stay in a stunned contemplation of his surrounds.

Jack didn’t understand the reason for the joy of his mother. HIS mother? The one that could have accepted him as he was, preferred that he was hypocrite with her, that he lied on her face before opening her mind and consider the possibility that perhaps there wasn’t only ONE way to understand the world? Apparently and sadly... that was the case. Her precious vision of the world was more important to her than her own son.

But regretfully enough, her mother wasn’t the only one. His mates at school and then at high school were of the the same narrow minded thinking. From the first girlfriend he had to that girl in Tijuana, they said they cherished, loved, adored him and Bla, Bla, Bla, the same thing: his visible side, the one that was socially accepted.

They would have horrified and run away if they knew the paranormal powers he hided. A few times he tried to be sincere, when he was really interested on a girl, but sometimes he had to hear answers like “God, I think you’re reading too much paranormal books and you’re losing it”, or “If you want to leave me do it, but plead madness won’t be good as an excuse. What? Now you’ll tell me that you’re sleeping with a spirit woman?”, and in counted occasions, when he had demonstrated his abilities, they just escaped horrified.

It was useless, nobody would ever understand him, except the ones like him. But it wasn’t easy to find them. There were many fakers saying they had paranormal abilities, they were fortune-tellers, black or white wizards, had extra-sensorial perception... all bullshit.

That’s why he went to the UCLA to study psychology, and he made his final thesis (very orthodox, so to say) about paranormal phenomena and its scientific explanation. But psychology, in the best of cases, was still in diapers.

His thesis granted him to be invited to join the CIA. His recruiter was nothing less than Dr. Van Halven, an eminence on paranormal phenomena studies, and founder of project Psy with the Agency. He was its director till he died, and Jack took his place, 2 years after being admitted.

It was part of popular imagination that the CIA recruited people with paranormal powers to spy on their enemies. What they didn’t know, is what really happened to those who entered the program.

Professor Van Halven had developed his project to spy on Germans during World War II. Then, with the beginning of Cold War, his importance increased, and the studies became more and more intense, the sessions longer and longer. The poor unfortunate with those abilities who
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