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Author’s
Note

 


This is a work
of fiction. Characters, businesses, places, events and incidents
are either the products of my imagination or used in a fictitious
manner. Character names are something else. These were taken from
people who I have met in my life (with their consent), because it
adds a layer of realism. You won’t find a “Max Power” or “Jasper
Selkuckle” in these pages. Any resemblance between a character and
their namesake is purely coincidental, I only used their names.

 


This book is a
prelude to my novel The Alethean Legacy, a story spanning three
decades – which is also roughly how long these books have taken to
write. Details of other short stories that build the Alethean
universe are included at the back of the book.



November
1989

 


It was an
exceptionally wet day in Adelaide, which was hosting the last event
of the Formula One season. Chris Howells was secretly pleased that
whilst the race was still on for eleven teams, his job in the pit
lane was over. Both of his drivers were out, and he didn’t care one
bit as his team had already won the constructor’s championship and
their drivers held the title of champion and runner-up.

The 1989 season
would be over in less than an hour, and then the parties would
start. Chris was a senior engineer for McLaren, and over the last
six months he had drawn upon all of his experience to help guide
them to victory.

After some
early drinks in the team garage, everyone proceeded to the venue
for the evening celebration. The main hall was very large, with
high cream ceilings littered with elaborate chandeliers. Along the
walls were an assortment of paintings that stretched almost the
full height of the room, with a maroon colour filling the gaps.

A pianist was
playing a grand piano in the far corner, to the left of a long bar
that stretched across the entire length of the wall. There was
nobody standing near the bar, as waiters dressed in tuxedos were
weaving their way through the congested crowd with trays of
champagne and canapés.

Chris was
making small-talk with a blonde woman who he had invited as his
guest for the evening, and the team principal, whose wife had
excused herself minutes earlier, when he heard his name shouted
from behind him. He turned to see a hand was waving in the air
above the maze of people, and after a few seconds an overweight
middle-aged man emerged, slightly out of breath and clearly
sweating. He was beaming as he reached out his right hand.

“Eric Brook,”
the man said with an air of familiarity and making no attempt to
excuse the interruption.

Chris smiled
politely and shook the man’s hand, hoping the stranger would not
realise he had no idea who he was.

Eric returned
the smile, his demeanour was pleasant but there was something
forced in the tone of his voice. “May I speak with you in private?”
he asked.

Chris was awash
with embarrassment at having been approached during a conversation
with the principal, but before he could protest his boss said with
a smile, “We can catch up later, Chris.”

He turned to
Chris’ companion and added, “Claudia, would you care to join me for
another drink while we leave the gentlemen to it?”

Claudia smiled
and took the principal’s arm before they disappeared into the
crowd.

Chris watched
the pair leave before turning his attention to Brook. “What is this
about?” he asked with agitation.

Eric’s smile
disappeared. “I’m a reporter for the Daily Mail, investigating
betting patterns and financial irregularities throughout Formula
One. My work has brought you to my attention.”

Chris instantly
grabbed Eric by the elbow and pulled him to the side of the room
where there were less people to overhear them. “What do you mean?
There’s nothing irregular about my finances, I can assure you!”

“My evidence
disagrees,” Eric replied with a tone of insolence.

Howells glared
at the man. “And this evidence is strong enough, and urgent enough,
for you to bring it to me right now? Tonight, at a celebration of
our victory! Why couldn’t it wait until the morning? You shit bags
are all the same,” he finished with a shake of his head.


“Nevertheless—,” Brook started.

“Nevertheless
nothing,” Howells interrupted with a wave of his arm. He marched
away and disappeared into the crowd.

Claudia
initially protested when Chris attempted to drag her away from her
conversation with his boss, but she soon surrendered and the pair
left the party in a hurry.

Despite being
only a five-minute journey to Chris’ hotel room, it felt like an
eternity. His mind was racing, with thoughts of Brook’s impending
article filling his mind as they made their way down the long
corridor.

 


---

 


With no memory
of events between arrival at his room and the moment he awoke in
his bed, Chris felt hot and sticky so he grabbed the thin sheet
that was his only covering and threw it aside. As his eyes opened
and his vision started to clear, he realised he was alone.

He struggled to
raise himself onto his elbows and looked around the large square
room that was only part of the suite that his employer had arranged
for him. There was a dressing table opposite the bed next to a
large double-door that led to the living area. To the left was a
mirrored built-in wardrobe that spanned the full length of the wall
until it reached the opening to the bathroom. To his right was a
window with a view of Adelaide from the seventeenth floor of the
hotel. The curtains were open half way, and although there was a
veil that obscured the view slightly, he could see daylight
outside.

Chris forced
himself upright and swung his legs around to touch the floor. He
was about to stand when he became awash with nausea. Shit, he
thought. It was too late to make a run for the bathroom, so he
scrambled toward the dressing table and grabbed the bin from
underneath. He sat on the floor and vomited for several
minutes.

After cleaning
his face with some tissue from a box on the table above, he scanned
the room once more before climbing to his feet and swaying into the
main room. The living area was larger than the bedroom, with a sofa
against the near wall to the right of the door through which he
entered, and a small bar in the far-right corner. In the centre of
the room there was a low coffee table, upon which he spotted his
wallet sitting next to a smattering of white powder.

He checked his
wallet and noted that $800 was missing, Claudia’s usual fee.
Alongside what he knew to be Cocaine on the table, there was a full
ash tray and a number of empty beer cans and tumblers. A vodka
bottle was on its side with the neck over the edge, alluding to the
source of the wet patch that stained the carpet. Nice, he thought
to himself.

His thoughts
felt as though they swam through treacle before becoming cohesive.
He was about to throw himself onto the sofa to get some extra rest
when there was a knock at the door.

Startled, he
looked at the large double-door to his left for several seconds as
his brain processed his next move. There was a second knocking
sound, and Chris started toward the entrance.

After reaching
the door he leaned forward and peered through the eyepiece. There
was a man on the other side that Chris recognised at once, and a
feeling of intense dread washed over him.

There was a
third knock, louder this time. Chris cursed under his breath and
looked back into the room for a possible exit, despite knowing with
certainty that there was none.

“Chris,” a
voice from the hallway said loudly, “open up!”

Chris exhaled
deeply and his shoulders slumped. He resignedly unhooked the chain
and opened the door to allow the man to enter. Before it was open
half way the man barged in, pushing the door with enough force for
it to escape Chris’ hand and slam against the wall with a thud.

Chris stood
next to the door staring at the man who had stopped in the middle
of the room and turned abruptly to face him. His expression had
been one of fury when he entered, but it had now turned to one of
incredulity.

“For fuck’s
sake, Chris, put some bloody clothes on!” he shouted.

Chris looked
down and realised for the first time that he had not dressed before
answering the door. His apprehension was instantly replaced with
embarrassment as he nodded and shuffled quickly into the
bedroom.

Only a few
minutes passed before he emerged from the room wearing his shirt
and trousers from the previous evening. The creases from being left
on the floor were evident.

“Sorry, Andy,”
Chris said sheepishly.

“Whatever. Do
you have the money?”

“Yes.”

“Well don’t
keep me standin’ here like a dick head. Give it here, I’ll get it
to them today,” Andy said as he reached out his right arm with his
palm facing upward.

“It isn’t
here.”

“Well where the
fuck is it?”

“At home.”

“Fuckin’ hell,
what’s it doin’ there?”

“Well I wasn’t
about to carry that much cash onto a plane was I?” Chris answered
with increased volume.

Andy rubbed his
face with both hands. “You fuckin’ should have. This is serious
shit, they aren’t gonna wait any longer.”

“I’m off home
tomorrow. I’ll get it and meet you in Manchester in a few days. You
can have it then,” Chris offered.

Andy sighed. “I
really hoped you had it here. They’ve said that if you don’t have
it today then they’re adding two-fifty to the total.”

“What?! Fuck
that!” Chris shouted, rage swelling inside him.

“That’s what
you get with these people,” Andy said as he approached Chris. He
reached out both arms and gently grabbed Chris by the shoulders.
His tone softened considerably and he was no longer shouting. “I’m
doing what I can for you here, they were going to do more than hike
the balance before I had a word last night. I’ll see you in
Manchester in two days, for the love of God don’t be late,” he
said.

Chris nodded
before Andy released him and left. As he stood in the centre of the
room alone, Chris pondered the situation with Eric Brook and his
appointment with Andy. After a few moments he felt nothing but
panic.

 


It took less
than twenty minutes for Chris to pack a bag, check out of the hotel
and book a taxi to the airport. The green saloon car arrived
outside the hotel entrance promptly, and Chris wasted no time in
waving away the bellboy and throwing his bags into the boot.

The car had a
strong smell of cigarette smoke that had become infused in the worn
cloth upholstery. He was in the back seat behind the driver, but he
paid no more interest in the car’s interior, as he was busy
checking every direction to ensure he wasn't being followed.

“Airport,
please," he said without looking in the driver’s direction. The
driver nodded and the car pulled away from the hotel.

Chris was
agitated for the duration of the journey, but he arrived at the
airport without incident. He paid the driver and grabbed his bags
before heading for the departure terminal.

After entering
the large check-in area, Chris looked for the display boards that
listed pending flights. He found it quickly and scanned the
list.

He perused the
destinations, passing and dismissing Tokyo, Beijing, Sydney, Los
Angeles, Kuala Lumpur, and Melbourne, before he saw the option that
caused him to smile.

Las
Vegas, he thought.

He found the
airline desk and booked a ticket on the flight that was due to
leave in four hours. When the transaction was complete, he passed
through security and waited in the departure lounge. He began to
feel the tension in his muscles dissipate, and for the first time
since he had awoken he started to relax.

 


---

 


Ryan Marshall
often had trouble sleeping, and tonight was no exception. He lay on
his left side in the middle of his bed, staring at the digital
clock that was the only light in the room.

He was
exhausted as he had spent the day working on the roof of a friend’s
house, and yet sleep remained
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