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Dedication

 

To My Daughter

You bring light to my life every day
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BARRY QUIRKED AN EYEBROW at his supervisor. “What is the assignment, Hamish? You’re never this coy.”

Hamish’s face coloured, and he looked away from Barry. “This wasn’t my decision,” he said finally. “I want you to know that. I didn’t want you involved, Barry, but the top brass felt that you were the best choice.”

“But you disagree.” Barry could feel a frown forming on his face. “Why is that, Hamish?”

“It’s not about your competence,” Hamish hastened to say. “You’re one of the best we have. You know I don’t doubt you.”

“Hamish.” Barry sighed, though something within him had lightened considerably at Hamish’s words. “Stop beating around the bush and tell me what it is.”

“Mortimer.” The word was spoken tersely, and Barry stilled. That was not what he had expected. 

“And you thought I shouldn’t do this assignment, why?” Did Hamish trust him so little? It hurt. Hamish was more than a supervisor. He had been his mother’s best friend, a mentor and a father figure. Why didn’t he want Barry on this assignment?

“You know why.” Hamish’s gaze was level. 

“I’ve never hidden anything about Mortimer from you,” Barry said stiffly. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be relied on to do my job. The man means absolutely nothing to me.”

“I’m not worried that you won’t do your job,” Hamish said. “I’m worried that you will do it too well. You hate him too much.”

Barry bit his lip. That was a valid concern, actually. Emotions towards targets were a liability in their line of work. Barry knew he could dissociate, but that didn’t mean he would stop hating. He had heard of agents who were overzealous and made mistakes. Those who went into an undercover assignment with preconceived ideas and ended up doing illegal things to prove those. Barry wanted to think he had more integrity than that, but what if he didn’t? After all you never knew what you were capable of till you were in that kind of situation. Barry had been an agent long enough to know that human nature was remarkably flexible given the right combination of circumstances. He could understand Hamish’s concern.

The window behind Hamish reflected the pink of the evening sky, streaked with oranges. Soon, the indigo of the night dotted with constellations whose names Barry still could not remember would fill that window. He huffed and looked away.

“Wouldn’t you hate the man who raped your mother?” he asked finally. The man who caused him to come to be as well. But that was something Barry tried very hard to forget. That he shared genes with someone like Mortimer was not something he wanted to remember. 

“I would, but that also makes me uniquely unqualified for an assignment which needs me to find evidence against him,” Hamish said bluntly. “The temptation to manufacture something would be too strong.” He paused. “You should have a session with the therapist at the least. Your inability to use the word father in relation to Mortimer is concerning.”

Barry rubbed his face. “I know what fathers are, and Mortimer isn’t that. He forcibly donated the sperm that was part of my creation. That doesn’t make him anything other than a part of my genetic make-up.”

Why did everyone think of Mortimer as his father? Even if the man was aware of his existence, Barry didn’t think he would give a damn. Hamish was more his father than Mortimer ever was, but Barry didn’t say it. Hamish made no response, just sat back and waited, his eyes on Barry’s face. 

“You said, they already assigned me,” Barry said finally, latching on to something away from the can of worms he had no intention discussing with anyone.

“They overrode my objections,” Hamish said. “I didn’t tell them you’re his son, because I know you don’t like that becoming official.” He paused, and Barry drew in a sharp breath. Everyone knew his relation to Mortimer, but as long as it was not in any records, and no one said it out loud on record, it was something they could ignore. Hamish continued. “Barry, I know he means nothing, but whatever he did, don’t allow your hatred to blind you in this assignment. We had never been able to get anything on him. For some reason, Graham is adamant that something about Mortimer is shady which is the only reason why you’re going. We need hard evidence, real evidence.”

Barry didn’t miss the emphasis, and the thing was he couldn’t even get angry at Hamish. The desire to put Mortimer behind bars was too strong in him. Barry’s mother had never told him much about what she suffered, but Barry was in a line of work where he met women who suffered the same. She didn’t have to tell him anything; he knew. 

Despite it, his mother had never tried to discourage his hatred of Mortimer either. They rarely discussed him, but whenever his name came up, they both reacted the same. 

“I promise I will try not to let my emotions get in the way,” he said when the silence started to become oppressive. It was the best he could do. 

“Try isn’t good enough, Barry,” Hamish said, his gaze still steady. “You have to make sure you stay neutral. Innocent until proven guilty.”

“He’s plenty guilty,” Barry muttered, avoiding Hamish’s eyes. If nothing else, he was definitely guilty of rape. 

“Nova never pressed charges,” Hamish said, with a grimace and a sigh. “Whatever her reasons, she chose to let him walk. There is nothing we can do about it now. If this man is doing something illegal, if his wealth is ill gotten, that is something we can get evidence on. That is something we can work with.”

Barry pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know.”

“You also may have to face the possibility that he is no less guilty than millions of rich businessmen around the world,” Hamish said. “Barry, don’t forget the oath you swore when you joined us. Don’t let your emotions get in the way.”

“I get it!” Barry kept his temper in check, though he could feel the snap in his tone. The reiteration stung. Did Hamish really think this low of him? “I’m not that irresponsible or without ethics.”

Hamish sighed. “Barry–”

“If you can give me the details,” Barry interrupted. “I can be on my way, sir.”

“I’m sorry,” Hamish said. “I didn’t mean to imply– I do trust you, Barry. It’s– you’re too close to this, and that worries me is all.”

“Noted,” Barry said, still too angry. “The details, sir.”

Hamish held out a chip, and Barry inserted it into the slot in his device, and activated the VR mode. Layouts of Mortimer’s house and grounds, details of his schedule, his own cover and new persona, and–

“He’s interviewing me for a job?” Barry asked, disengaging the VR. “You know he may not hire me.”

“Since you’re going to be the only candidate who will apply for the job and turn up for the interview, it is safe to say he will.”

“And you question my ethics,” Barry muttered.

Hamish’s lips twitched. “Noted.”

Barry engaged the VR again. There was the usual background info about where he lived, where he went to school, the trajectory his career took. It was almost like magic, the way he rose in life. The details on his early life were sketchy at best. Other than the two years he spent as an exchange student in Abena, there were virtually no details available. It was as if he suddenly appeared out of thin air in Abena, attended the university for two years and vanished back after, only to appear again after a few years. From there, his rise was meteoric. 

Barry already knew most of it, of course. How could he not? He studied the house and grounds. That would be what might come most useful in his assignment. He disengaged the VR once more and removed the chip from his device and handed it back to Hamish. The details would be stored in his device even without the chip now, coded to his passcode. 

“You’ll need to be equipped,” Hamish said. “Go to Thea.” He fixed him with a hard stare, though his words were gentle. “See you soon, Barry.”

Barry nodded as he rose. Thea would know only what she needed to about the assignment, which meant that Barry couldn’t tell her anything more. Telling his mother was already out of the question. She might have been part of The Organisation at one time, but now she was only a civilian. 

He didn’t know what was wrong. This itch had never before been there in him, this wish to just tell mom or Thea what he was about to do. Undercover missions were confidential for a reason, and Barry had been in the business and the field long enough to know what it entailed. Being part of Universal Law Enforcement was all he had ever wanted, and it was not just because his mom had been an agent at one time. 

But this assignment, Mortimer, it made Barry want to break the rules, to tell Mom or Thea, someone he trusted, who cared for him. He knew it was partly due to Hamish’s words. Hamish had known Barry all his life, and yet he had doubts about Barry’s suitability for this mission. 

He needed someone who knew him to tell him that he could do this, that he wouldn’t let his hatred get in the way of his job. 

That he wouldn’t kill Mortimer as soon as he was within his sights. Which was what Barry wanted to do, had wanted to do for so long that he couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t so. Barry had never dreamt of a loving father; all he had ever wanted was to put a period to Mortimer’s life. 

But he was an agent, and he couldn’t afford to tell anyone. 

He made his way out of Hamish’s office, a square box of glass and metal and activated the portal key to take him to Thea’s lab. 

“Barry.” She grinned as she saw him, her green hair almost a halo around her face today. “Hamish told me. New mission. I’ve your new implants ready.”

Barry nodded as he took off his shirt and lay down on the table next to her, the metal cool against his back, but warming from his skin. She inserted a new biometric chip on his left wrist, over his real one. The emergency chip on his shoulder was next. Thirdly, a new chip on his right wrist, matching the bank information of his undercover identity. Finally, the nanobots in the blood which would fool scanners for DNA and blood type. An artificial birthmark above his navel, a mole on his neck, another on his temple and he was done, his shirt back on.

“So, see you soon, Barry,” Thea said, echoing Hamish’s statement from earlier, but she also gave him a hug as if realising his need. Barry held her close, glad to enjoy this slice of normalcy before he would have to become someone else for a brief period and attempt to find out if Mortimer was indeed worth wasting their resources on. 

He swallowed the bile that threatened to rise to his throat every time the thought of Mortimer came up, as also the hatred that swamped his reason. 

“Thank you,” he whispered to Thea before leaving. 

Opening another portal to the flat leased in the name of his new identity, he looked around casually. It was neat and looked lived in. There were a few knickknacks to add to the personal touch, and even a few photographs on the wall. 

It was only for one night in any case. The assistant position Mortimer was interviewing him for was a live-in one. There were a pair of glasses on a low table which caught his gaze as he entered the living room, and Barry sighed as he sat down on a couch and tried them on. 

Goodbye, Barry Marlow. Welcome Trevor Adams.


TWO
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BARRY WAS GLAD FOR THE glasses that hid his eyes. He wasn’t certain he would be able to hide his hatred from Mortimer. Thea used to tell him his eyes always gave his true emotions away, no matter how much he schooled his features. Most people preferred eye implants to glasses, but the glasses were good for a disguise. It was also a way to draw attention, however.

Not like I have a choice.

Heart hammering, Barry entered the spacious office room. A large window took up almost the entirety of one wall, a magnificent view of the entire city’s skyline visible through it. The opposite wall was taken up by a large bookcase and a viewscreen. The desk behind which Mortimer and two others sat looked small in relation to the room. 

“Mr. Adams,” Mortimer said. “Have a seat.”

Barry sat down, taking a good look at his quarry. He had seen photographs of Mortimer before, and the man looked almost exactly the same. The thick mop of reddish-brown hair, the high forehead, the sharp eyes, the square jaw, and the thin nose were all intensely familiar to him. He avoided the eyes, his eyes fixed on Mortimer’s ears rather than his eyes. The eyes were far too similar to his own for comfort. Barry had never thought he had anything of Mortimer in him, but the similarity of their eyes had been noticeable even in pictures. It was striking now, almost like looking into his own eyes, if his eyes were dead and expressionless. 

He took note of the two others, recalling them from his homework. One was the head of HR in Mortimer’s company and the other one was the head of his Law division. He inclined his head to them, smiling, acknowledging them. He hardly noticed what any of them was asking, answering mechanically. It was just drivel– the kind everyone asks someone they were looking to hire. This was a role, and Barry had played it many, many, times before. 

“Why do you wear glasses?” Mortimer asked, and Barry was jolted out of his complacence. It had been a question he had expected. The glasses were more than part of his cover, after all.

“These are not for my vision as such,” he said. “I’ve a mild, but rare allergy to certain lights. The glasses help with that.”

Mortimer’s eyes stayed riveted on Barry’s glasses, a small frown on his face. “How does it manifest?”

“Itching of the eyes, and swelling,” Barry said. “I don’t like taking medicines for it. Glasses are more convenient.”

“Of course,” Mortimer said. “It’s been nice meeting you, Mr. Adams. We’ll get back to you.”

That was unexpected. He could tell from the expressions of the other two that they too were taken by surprise. However, they couldn’t say anything. Barry rose, wished them all a good day, and left. Had he messed up in some way? He doubted it. 

Trust Mortimer to not adhere to the script!

Barry wished he could just kill the bastard. Easier for all concerned. Except he was certain his mother wouldn’t appreciate it. Nova might be supportive and loving, but she certainly wouldn’t want her only son to end up in prison for a scumbag like Mortimer. Barry appreciated that she had never lied to him about the man who had raped her and left her with child. Despite it, Barry had never wondered if he was unwanted, his mother doing everything in her power to make him feel loved and wanted. 

All the more reason for him to hate Mortimer. 

Barry stepped out of the large office building and took a cab back to Trevor Adams’ apartment. No more portals till the assignment was complete. After all, portal keys weren’t common. Every agent of The Organisation had one, since they had developed it just for their purposes. Universal Law Enforcement wasn’t a walk in the park, after all. 

The autocab took too long, even with the hoverlanes free. Trevor Adams lived far enough away that he would be happy to accept the offer of residence that came with the job. Barry yawned as he stepped out of the cab, got Trevor Adams’ chip scanned for payment and entered the building. He hadn’t slept well the previous night, not even going to bed till late. He would just crash for a bit. There wasn’t much else for him to do. Till Mortimer contacted him, he had to wait.

What if he doesn’t?

In a way, that would be easier. Barry’s mission would be done, and The Organisation would send someone else to infiltrate Mortimer’s house in some other way. That too was part of the job. Barry knew logically that such an outcome was better for him. He wouldn’t need to be in proximity with Mortimer or worry about giving away his cover due to the very strong feelings he had for the man who had fathered him.  

That Mortimer had never been aware of his existence didn’t bother him. He didn’t think that would have made any difference. Both he and his mom were better off without him. His mother’s decision not to complain or press charges was the only baffling thing that he still couldn’t understand. It was not like her to shy away from something like that. Nova Marlow had always been a fighter. 

She had once told him she couldn't understand it either. “The semester was almost over, and I knew he was leaving. Maybe that was why. All I knew was this debilitating dread would overcome me every time I thought of preferring a complaint or filing charges. In the end, he vanished, and it was too late.”

Thea had been with them, and she had looked strangely at his mom when she heard it, but she had not shared in Barry’s indignation when they talked about it later. 

“You can’t imagine the trauma she must have been in,” she had told him. “Whatever her reasons, it’s too late. Let’s hope he hasn’t done anything like that again.”

Barry somehow doubted that. He also doubted if he was going to find evidence of any such actions even if he was hired and stayed with Mortimer. The man was hardly going to bring his victims over to his house, was he? Thinking of Thea and his mom made his heart ache. He missed them too much. 

Therapy before undercover missions wasn’t mandated, but it was recommended. Barry had never used it though, but this time he wished he had had time for it. He understood what people meant when they talked of being emotionally compromised, and too close to things. Was he even the best man for the job? The top brass likely didn’t know the strength of Barry’s aversion to Mortimer and Hamish was too loyal to both Barry and his mom to actually tell them. 

It occurred to Barry that for all his words to him, Hamish was in fact trusting him far more than he let on. All he needed was to tell the board that Barry was Mortimer’s son, and that he hated him. Though Barry had never hidden his connection to Mortimer, it was never in any official records. As such, it was likely that the top brass weren’t







images/image.png
COLLIDNG FORCES





cover.jpeg
NIRANJAN
















images/image-1.png





images/image-3.png





images/image-2.png





images/image-4.png






