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»This is a truth: when you sacrifice your life, you must make fullest use of your weaponry. It is false not to do so, and to die with a weapon yet undrawn.«


Miyamoto Musashi


›The Book of Five Rings‹









Prelude





Sundown


He could hear indistinct voices, and the faint sizzle of a fire nearby.


His body was heavy. It felt like he was sinking, sinking further and further downwards. As if any second the ground would open up and swallow him whole. Practically every muscle in his body was aching, forcing him to keep still.


A fresh breeze caressed his face, bearing the scent of flowers and the sea.


Slowly, he opened his eyes. The fading daylight revealed a magnificent vaulted ceiling at least 30 metres above him. But before he could focus on somewhere in the upper left-hand corner of his field of vision, where he could almost imagine a hidden piece of sky, his heavy eyelids closed and obscured the world from view once more. And before the silence could descend upon him again, he heard someone begin to strum quietly on a guitar ...






Chapter 1





The Visit


Gwinard stepped into his light-flooded bedroom.


A gigantic screen took up the entire right-hand wall showing an expansive grassland swaying in the wind, huge clouds swept across the meadow, starkly contrasting white and grey against the blue sky.


This display, together with the square bed directly in front of the screen, was reflected in the glazed wardrobe that took up the whole of the left-hand wall. Across from the door was a window that stretched across the complete width and height of the room. It wasn’t possible to open the window – in fact, all the windows in the flat were just plain glass panels. Fresh air was pumped into the rooms by the air conditioning. He had been lucky with where his flat was located within the building – nothing was better than daylight. He had lived in enough dumps without windows in the past, some hadn’t even had air conditioning.


Holding a dirty t-shirt and worn socks in his hand, he headed towards the laundry basket in front of the wardrobe next to the window. He was only wearing shorts. Raindrops from the last shower meandered across the glass, blown to the left by the wind. Beyond the window, Gwinard could make out huge buildings made of steel, concrete and light natural stone. The buildings were mostly laid out in a combination of symmetrical circles, ellipses and ovals. The actual streets lay hidden in the mist with the buildings rising like pillars from a dense fog that drudgingly drags itself across the ground. In the part of the city spread out before him, most buildings were shorter and well below where Gwinard was standing, so he was able to make out the line of the sea and the horizon beyond the city. Columns of clouds seemed to be bearing the weight of the sky above the buildings.


Upon this scene, the sun had painted a double rainbow, mirrored by yet another rainbow to the left of it. This colourful trio reached up into the heavens. On the rooftops below him, he could see meadows, trees and even copses, as well as patches of green on ledges and in niches, which loosened up the architecture of the enormously bulky buildings.


The building, in which Gwinard had been living for the past five years, was home to more than 230,000 people spread over 257 floors – and this wasn’t even the largest building in the city. For 7 years, he had been working for the waste collection service. It wasn’t the best sort of job one can have, but it certainly wasn’t the worst – and the pay was good. Besides, he could have ended up as a worker down the sewers, or in a factory on a conveyor belt, as a gatherer on one of the gigantic landfill sites or poor and homeless on the street. Now he was 28 and he had no idea how long it would continue like this and where else he might wind up.


Gwinard threw his dirty clothes into the laundry basket, turned around and left the room to wash off the sweat, the dirt and especially the stink of the day in the bathroom just opposite this room. In the shower, the water ran down his toned body and his fair hair stuck to the contours of his head, while steam condensed on the window and the mirror above the sink. He turned off the water and reached for the shower gel. The cap opened with a click. He was just about to squeeze some gel onto the palm of his hand, when he heard noises above the sound of water dripping from the calcified showerhead. Since these gigantic, anonymous complexes were often targeted by burglars – at all times of the day and night – he placed the shower gel on the shelf and left the small shower cubicle as quietly as possible. A surge of adrenalin sharpened his senses and he crept to the door and listened: someone was clearly just disappearing into a room, because the footsteps were growing quieter.


Gwinard looked around; he knew that the door was his only way out, so he searched for an object to use as a weapon. Lying on the sink, he saw his nail scissors. He reached for them, took them in his right hand and formed a fist, with the sharp tip of the scissors protruding from between his forefinger and middle finger. Still wet from the shower, he hastily slipped back into his shorts – right now he didn’t mind that he hadn’t taken any fresh ones into the bathroom. He listened at the door and heard someone ransacking one of the rooms. By the sound of it, the person was searching for valuables, and was in a hurry.


The kitchen was located to the left of the bathroom and opposite that – next to the bedroom – was the living room. To the right of the bathroom there was a storage room, and opposite that a room where he kept his paperwork and his collection of books in various shelves, drawers and cupboards – which is why he called it “the office,” even though it wasn’t one really. At the right end of the hallway was the main door to the flat. Next to it was a small coat stand with an integrated mirror.


It wasn’t possible to make out how many intruders were in the flat, or where each of them was at that moment. He only knew that he had to make it out of this trap, into the hallway and out of the flat. Here he was a dead man. Getting out fast was his only chance, regardless of whether the intruders had weapons or not.


Gwinard looked down at the door and hoped that no one was standing directly on the other side, waiting for him. In his mind’s eye, he went through the individual steps.


He calmly breathed in and out. Then he tensed his muscles and ripped the door open. He stormed to the right and noticed two things: the door to the flat was ajar and the noises came from behind him, so either from the living room or from the kitchen.


Suddenly a man was standing in the doorway to the storage room. Before he could react, Gwinard took aim at his head and punched him hard with the nail scissors still in his fist. He struck the surprised man’s cheek, and felt how the scissors got caught in the flesh. The sudden blow and the combination of wet feet and smooth, synthetic floor, made him briefly lose his balance and stumble. With his left hand, he tore the door open. He stormed out and to the right – to the left there was merely a wall with a fire extinguisher and a glass fire alarm box.


Gwinard ran across the cold concrete floor without even glancing over his shoulder. The swerving corridors with their dirty lamps, fire detectors and sprinkler heads in the middle of the ceiling all rushing behind him. After about 50 metres, he reached the lifts for his section. There were 10 lifts on each side of the corridor. On the left, the doors to the third lift stood open. He rushed in and typed the digits “1-0-5” into the worn out key panel – the floor where a colleague and friend lived.


Once both wings of the door had slid closed, out of breath, he looked at his right hand. The blood on the scissors and on his knuckles already begun to dry. He could feel the heel of his hand pulsating with pain.


After what felt like an eternity – although it was just a few seconds – the lift slowed down and stopped after dropping 83 floors. The doors opened. Gwinard ran to the right and then into one of the side corridors on the left to reach his destination, where he urgently needed to borrow clothes and consider his next steps.






Chapter 2





Chaos


Half an hour later the two men stood – each smoking a cigarette – in front of the empty shelves and stripped cupboards in Gwinard’s office. All the books and files lay strewn across the floor, even the drawers of the cupboards had been ripped out, emptied and thrown to the ground. Similar scenes of chaos could be found in the rest of the flat. Byrd had given Gwinard some clothes and listened to him carefully while the latter got dressed and described what had happened. They had then gone back to Gwinard’s flat, each armed with a baseball bat and a carpet knife, only to find it abandoned and ransacked.


“Did you have any money here?” Byrd asked, while looking for an ashtray. Gwinard left the room without replying, returning shortly thereafter with an empty jam jar that he had filled with a little water.


“It’s still here,” he replied and held out the jar to Byrd.


“Is anything else missing?”


“To be completely sure of that, I will have to tidy up. But as they didn’t even take the money from the kitchen, I’d be very surprised. The can I always keep it in was lying on the table, the money right next to it. I’ve just pocketed it now.”


Byrd lightly tapped his cigarette against the edge of the jar to loosen the ash. “Then they were looking for something else. But what? Or they went to the wrong apartment. That can happen quite easily here.”


Gwinard took a deep drag on his cigarette. He was groping in the dark. Why would someone break into his place and not even take the chance to steal his money?


Byrd gave him a sceptical side-long glance. “Or have you been getting up to anything recently? Fought with anyone?”


Gwinard began to think in earnest. He didn’t have any enemies – as far as he knew – and he wasn’t having any trouble with the dealer he occasionally bought first-class weed from. It didn’t make any sense at all that someone would break into his flat without taking anything.


“Or have you seen something you shouldn’t have? Perhaps someone wants to scare you.“


“Not consciously,” Gwinard replied, taking a last puff on his cigarette and dropping the stub into the jar before passing it to Byrd.


“Sometimes we unintentionally see things we shouldn’t in our jobs, as you know.” He stepped over the books and files to get to the window and let his gaze sweep over the city. The sky had darkened a while ago and now it was pouring with rain.


Byrd also let his half-smoked cigarette fall into the glass which he then placed on one of the cupboards. “What are you going to do now?”


Gwinard turned around. “I’m going to clean up and install a new lock.” He looked around, taking in the chaos and reckoned that he would need quite some time to get his flat back to the state it had been in a few hours ago.


“No police?”


“What for? The most valuable thing here was the money and they didn’t take it. And you can’t make any money out of any of the books either.”


Byrd shrugged his shoulders. “I think I still have a spare lock at my place. You should definitely put that in before you go and buy a new one.”


“That would be useful.”


“I’ll go and get it,” said Byrd. He left the room to make his way back to his flat. In the corridor, he picked up one of the baseball bats that they had left leaning against the wall and took it with him.


Gwinard paused for a second to take in the mayhem. It was as if a wave had swept through his flat, as if some sort of liquid had covered the floor that would now evaporate bit by bit. He gave an irritated sigh, pulled himself together and crouched down to start picking up the books to put them back where they came from.






Chapter 3





A Hunch


While Gwinard made use of the weekend after the incident to clear up the chaos, he mulled over some of the possible reasons for someone to break into his flat.


In doing so, he stumbled across an idea that made him stop in his tracks. He was sitting on the floor cross-legged, trying to sort out the mountains of paperwork and put things back where they belonged.


What if this hadn’t been a coincidence or a mix-up? Someone could have been spying on him and finally struck that day, without knowing that he would be at home. This seemed plausible because they had immediately started to turn the apartment upside down, instead of first searching and securing all the rooms – including the bathroom; or maybe amateurs had been at work that didn’t know any better. But what if they didn’t care whether he was in the flat or not?


The thought that had interrupted his task was the memory of something that had happened a couple of weeks ago:


On the waste truck’s last tour through a run-down neighbourhood before he got off work, he had spotted a large cardboard poster tube that someone had covered with a grey rubbish bag. Because the bottom end had been placed in a see-through plastic carrier bag, it was possible to see what it was. He had noticed it several times over the last few days, leaning against the corner of a house, not far from the waste containers he had to empty. It was placed behind an old fridge that had been there for so long Gwinard couldn’t even remember how long it had been standing there; it was just part of the scenery.


The following day he and his colleagues were assigned a different route for a week, before being sent back on their usual route – the one with the mysterious tube and its hidden secrets.


In the shadow of an aerial cable car passing overhead, Gwinard pushed the last waste container back into its usual place in the backyard. As he turned around to go back, his gaze fell between the wall of the house and the fridge, where the strange cardboard tube was still standing. Without even wondering if and why someone might have forgotten the tube – probably just like someone had forgotten the fridge – and without thinking about what could be inside, he walked up to it, bent over some bricks, glass bottles and tiles that littered the ground, and picked up this object that seemed so out of place. He pulled off the rubbish bag and the plastic carrier bag and threw them both into the recently emptied container.


The unlabelled tube was slightly longer than a metre and was approximately 20 centimetres in diameter. It weighed around six to eight kilograms. The white plastic lids on both ends were secured with layer after layer of brown packing tape.


Gwinard placed the tube over his shoulder and left the backyard. He turned right, where the waste collection truck was already standing in front of the entrance to the next backyard. He opened the passenger door and threw his discovery into the driver’s cab.


“What’s that?” asked the driver and looked over the newspaper he had laid out across the steering wheel.


“Just some wallpaper patterns,” Gwinard lied clumsily. He wanted to add something, but the driver was already back to reading an article, so he just turned around, shut the door and went back to work.


Once he had finished work, Gwinard placed the tube in his locker and got changed. Because he was in a bit of a hurry, he decided to take it home the next day ...


He couldn’t believe that he had forgotten it; simply because he had leant the tube against the back of his locker and unintentionally hidden it behind the clothes hanging there.


Out of sight, out of mind.


Could this tube really be the reason why his flat had been broken into?


This idea was reinforced by the fact that the perpetrators had seemed to have a certain routine and calmness to them, because they had searched through everything, even after he had run outside, and they hadn’t chased him, despite the scissors attack.


The intruders couldn’t have known whether he’d call the police or not either. All this suggested that he was not dealing with amateurs, as he had already suspected. However, he reminded himself that it wouldn’t have been difficult to disappear in such a gigantic building long before the police arrived. All that he was left with were questions, assumptions and the expectation that he would find some answers in the tube.






Chapter 4





First Facts


”And what was in the tube?” Lucia asked, having listened to the story intently.


She was 23, with sun-tanned skin, bright, turquoise eyes and light-brown, almost fair dreadlocks, the longest of them reaching past her shoulder blades. She was wearing threadbare clothes, but they looked comfortable and practical; jeans, a red t-shirt a couple of sizes too large, and over it a light-brown zip-up hoodie. She also wore heavy leather boots that she only laced up to the top when she had a long way to walk. Her fingernails were cut very short and on each finger – including the thumbs – she wore a plain ring made of stainless steel; the rings emphasised how slender her fingers were. She sat cross-legged on the remains of a wall, with the city disappearing into the night behind her. The light from the small campfire danced across her face and was reflected in the half-full wine glass she was holding with both hands. She had propped her lower arms up on her knees. Next to her, standing on the wall, there was a bottle of red wine.


The fire was burning in the westwork of a mighty cathedral which sat on the spur of a mountain, pointing westwards like the bow of a gigantic ship, heading towards the sea spread out endlessly behind the city. For some incomprehensible reason, the building was hardly overgrown at all; and all around it there were only grasses and flowers.


The north side of the westwork had been seriously damaged at some point in the past, so you could now look out through a gigantic hole over the remaining parts of the wall – which formed a very low counter with 2 metre wide openings on either side of it – providing a view over almost the entire port.


There were two bell towers. The north bell tower hadn’t collapsed, but you couldn’t quite reach the top via the staircase because of all the damage; the second tower was still intact.


The rubble that must have resulted from the damage to the westwork was nowhere to be seen; someone – with lots of helpers – must have removed it many years or even decades ago.


A few metres away from Lucia, a man was lying on his back next to the fire. His arms were folded behind his head so he could lie more comfortably on the floor as he looked at her. Next to him stood an empty wine glass. His clothing was quite shabby too. He was wearing walking boots, brown trousers with leg pockets and a coarse, grey woollen pullover. He had dishevelled fair hair and an equally dishevelled beard which every now and then he cropped with a pair of scissors or a knife depending on what was at hand. He was 29 and his eyes changed from yellowy-green to yellowy-brown to light orange depending on how the light fell. Not far from him, his guitar was leant up against a wooden chair.
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