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Preface

 

As I begin, I would like to thank you for deciding to look into A Righteous Agenda. As an aspiring writer, I want to be read, so I appreciate your interest, even if (so far) restrained to the preview alone. Should you continue with the text, and provided your intention has been to be entertained, I hope my book will have returned the favor by the time you’ve read it.  

Before I give way to the story, I think it would be a good idea to explain a few things in a preface. I have noticed confusion among my beta-readers (all two of them) concerning the chronotope of A Righteous Agenda. I had initially planned to keep this point a semi-mystery, with minor hints scattered throughout the text that point to but never quite give a definite answer, but perhaps it would be for the best if I at least mentioned the general part of the world in which the action takes place. I should also probably mention a few additional decisions I have made in relation to this fact. 

The story is set (roughly) in Eastern Europe, and most of the action takes place during the 1960s. I chose the location, for omission of better words, arbitrarily, and the temporal dimension was a necessity of narrative. The particular political system is not important. I would not encourage a political reading of A Righteous Agenda, at least not one of deliberate political inferences: I assure you that there are none.  

Moreover, I am compelled to reassert that the story is entirely fictional. Any parallels between real-world persons or events are entirely coincidental. I mean that beyond the strictly legal sense. I completed the first draft in the summer of 2015. While the narrative has seen some changes in subsequent drafts, the events depicted have remained unaltered. I believe this should suffice to absolve my work of possible parallels one might draw between the story and events that have happened in the real world between then and now.

On the cultural side of things, I believe I should note that character names sound English for the simple fact that they are. I did it out of illocutionary and pragmatic convenience. Names specific to Eastern Europe, as far as I can tell, do not feel very congruent with English texts: they can be inconvenient to transcribe, a nightmare to keep ethnically neutral, and they do not fare well with conventional English phonotactics.

 

That should be enough, I hope, to clear up any potential confusion concerning geography and culture. The idea is neither region-specific nor is it an analysis of an isolated populace. It should be no different from the human experience as observed in any other (mostly) civilized part of the world.

I sincerely hope you enjoy the story, and I hope you find it worthy of further discussion with whichever collocutor you may have, not least, in conversations taking place in the private universe of thought. Let me thank you again for giving my book the chance, and let me wish you once more a good time reading it.

 

 

Sincerely,

The Author


* * *

 

For as long as he sought, the answer remained beyond his reach. It was only when he settled for closure, that he found answer and closure both. It was in hindsight that he understood. It was a kind of knowledge inaccessible but for experience.

Without closure, things don’t get to end. Instead, they retreat to the backwater marshes of the mind, where, half-forgotten, they take refuge from the waking psyche. It is there that they grow. In time, like malevolent waves, spurred by the quakes of doubt, they burst the dams and flood back into focus. Reason is but a basin too shallow to contain them, and even the sturdiest character makes for a lousy swimmer. The currents are devastating. A deluge of that might can have consequences. It can set off combustible tempers, for one, contradiction be damned. The process repeats in cycles, each succession stronger than the last. Knowing this, it was a violation of mental safety not to actively pursue closure. 

He could think of no better argument to justify his obsession. The consequences of having resisted it confirmed his hypothesis. In the end, all that mattered was that he finally had peace. Although not an agreeable kind of peace, to accept it meant to have true closure at last – and it was there that the answer lie, in the unpleasant reality one had to acknowledge if they were to beat the conundrum.

Then again, what of it? The answer seemed useless now, in the end. Perhaps that was the point: value the experience more than the lesson. The lesson can be complicated and challenging, often unclear and confusing. In the end, it may appear too harsh to be worth learning; too inconvenient to accept, too costly for the cognition it offers. Experience, however, is a thing independent from consent, for which it is easier to accept within its immovable insistence. And no one ever said anything about having to agree with it. 

He could remember the experience well. Too well. He had been writing it and rewriting it in reports and journals and memoirs, and he had told it (or parts or versions of it) to other people more times than he cared to count. Although he bent some of the facts, to himself he was true, for he did not give in to the flattering fictions he inserted for effect. It may have been tempting to do so, but he knew better. He knew that to believe his own lies would nullify the point of lying, for he would be no wiser than the ones he had deceived. Whenever he added one thing or left out another, he noted to himself that it contrasted with the truth. In this sense, his narrative inventions were akin to bookmarks for facts too important to risk sharing. This knowledge he kept close to his heart, hidden form others, but never from himself. Therefore, the memories were fresh, despite their age, and safe from either corruption or intrusion.

So now, that the whole thing was over, that the mystery was untangled and the closure final, he realized that he valued the story more than its conclusion. He felt a humbling gratitude for his enduring memory. His curiosity, however, was spared the sentiment.

It started with the last of his innocent days nearing its end: the sun set and darkness reclaiming the land, life as he knew it ticking off its final hour. It was a pleasant memory. It was the last remnant of the time when incessant thought did not haunt him, back when the pursuit of happiness seemed profound, and back when he neither stood for a cause, nor cared to seek one. After May of Nineteen-Sixty-Some, the cause he set out to uncover was so undeniably just.


 

Chapter 1

On the Outskirts of Mystery

 

Clear skies, he thought as he looked up, to the endless dome that nurtured the multitude of the world’s mysteries. High above him stretched a grandeur of indefinite blackness, its star-spangled continuity interrupted by an ominous glow. If there was ever a time for the forces of a foreboding, sinister world to mingle with that of men, the pale luminance above was said to precede it. It was under the curse of a full moon that supernatural evil was allowed to roam among mortals. His destination did not help his unease. Worse still, it was only a few hours before All Soul’s Day, which he knew as Day of the Ghost, and consequently associated with unholy ghosts. 

But that was mere superstition, he knew. Spirituality was a myth, and its meager condolence came at the unfortunate price of irrational fear. He had never felt an appeal for opium, So why accept its mental equivalent, Paul reasoned. He focused on the road ahead, and tried not to look up. 

He walked alongside Clayton, his mentor. In addition to leading the sector responsible for property theft, Clayton’s assignment for the last twenty years was to guide recruits through the intricacies of police-work past the academy. As far as Paul was concerned, the man was nothing short of remarkable. 

Sergeant Jonathan Clayton was a renowned veteran with a reputation that was fearsome among the fearful. He had a sturdy frame and rugged mannerisms. He spoke seldom. When he did, his tone was low, as was his pitch, though his voice sounded flat, lacking its ring and natural bass. It made him all but inaudible. He was not mindful of his talking speed, and he was even less so of his articulation, which made him a genuine ear strain. But whereas most people would find that irritable, Clayton was not the type to talk to most people: he spoke only to a select few, these being either individuals he deemed worthy of his words, or, to his annoyance, colleagues. Regardless of who they were, people with whom Clayton happened to converse shared one mutual trait: they all listened. As far as Paul could tell, whomever the Sergeant addressed was always attentive, and they rarely ever expressed difficulty understanding. When Paul came to think of it, not many people dared to voice disagreement either. It was almost as if Clayton’s persona had an authority over truth itself. 

There was one thing, however, that made him distinct from most authority figures. The reason that nobody argued with the Sergeant was not necessarily his rank, but the fact that he was right, seemingly at all times, and in matters that extended beyond the short-term or the relative. Whatever the issue at hand and whichever answers he offered, Sergeant Clayton was as right as West when one’s back was facing North: inarguably and indefinitely. His mind was a warehouse of knowledge and a railway for information. If one was to marvel at his wit, one would have a hard time determining whether it was Clayton’s abundance of stored facts, or his ability to process them so quickly, that ranked him among the top five next-door geniuses of his time and place. Yet, time and place were crucial attributes to the epithet of his genius. 

Sergeant Jonathan Clayton had a persona with the sort of apparent perfection perceived in good (or charismatically good) middle school teachers: though inspiring and powerful and respected, he was so only to his pupils. Their perception of his kingly state lasted not very long after their departure from him. Not many young officers were stuck at his level of petty crimes investigation, and they usually got promoted within a year of having learned the ropes by his guidance. Although Paul was unaware of it at the moment, some day he too would forget all about Clayton’s loftiness. Once he got into arson or fraud or homicide, or whatever promotion followed this early stage of police work, the previously dreadful figure of the wise man would morph into that of a redundantly arrogant (and underachieving) senior trudging his way into retirement.

“Grave robbing… can you believe it,” Clayton broke the silence.

This caught Paul by surprise. Unless there was a profession-related tip to it, the seeming small talk must have meant that Paul belonged to the more dearly accepted people in the Sergeant’s life. Or so he hoped. 

“Don’t bother, it’s rhetorical,” Clayton continued, and went into a prolonged pause that felt like an abrupt end to the unreal conversation. 

Paul had a hard time determining what to say. It was a common thing one felt around the Sergeant. The feeling of never being sure what it was that one was doing, or what it was that he or she was supposed to do to alleviate the problems they felt they were somehow causing. He was certain that he was wrong, but uncertain whether further action would make him any less so. Every inspiring bead of the Sergeant’s presence was followed by a gush of discouragement. He was the ultimate hope-giver and confidence-killer. 

As Paul was contemplating whether to voice an okay or to remain silent, Clayton spoke again. 

“The road seems longer than I thought. Or perhaps it has grown since the last time I walked it. Or maybe, just maybe, we’re lost.”

Paul stopped. He looked at the Sergeant, unable to make sense of his words. He would reproach himself for this later, convinced in hindsight that his face must have given away his confusion. But he had more immediate things to process for the time being, for he was torn between two realities: one was the urge to take seriously everything that the Sergeant said (seeing as authority figures were rarely associated with humor), and the other was the ideal of the Sergeant’s inerrant perfection.

“Nah, I’m just messing with you,” Clayton continued. “We’re not lost. I know this road like the back of my head.”

And there it was again. Head. Was that supposed to be a joke, was it that the Sergeant had mispronounced the phrase, or (perhaps) did not know it – or was it actually a real phrase of which Paul was not aware? 

Uncertain of what to do or say or even think, Paul nodded twice. The first a full nod, the second a less pronounced one. It is the way people nod when they feel their sense for social estimation malfunction. I hear you, I agree, and just in case you didn’t get that, here’s another confirmation, though not as obvious, so you don’t think I’m overstating it or implying you didn’t see me nod the first time – but your statement was definitely worth two nods, this I promise. 

“You know, we have some ten minutes of walking in the least. I ain’t gonna force you into conversation, but, truth be told, I never thought I’d need to.”

Paul was not willing to let the talk die on that remark, so he made an effort to push back against his stifled nature: he raised his eyebrows, cleared his throat, and smiled. 

“Hmm, yeah. Yeah.” He vocalized what he had formerly exclaimed with head gestures, then added, “Grave robbing; a despicable offense.” 

“You bet. These people tell themselves, the graves are old, some of them go back to the Middle Ages, and so they think there must be all kinds of treasure inside. What dumbasses, eh? To think that villagers hundreds of years ago would bury their dead with riches inside… but I guess no one’s being smart when they think a fantasy is less a fantasy just because they scrapped the dragons and the witches.” 

“Yes,” Paul contributed to the dialogue. 

“You ever notice, Officer Paul (was it?),” he saw Paul nodding, “How these rural places always get the sort of crimes they send men like you and I to investigate? I don’t remember the last time there was a serious crime in a place like this. I don’t remember there ever being a psycho among these people. And I’ve been around. You know why that is?”

Paul voiced negation, which was, in reality, no more than an assurance that he was listening.

“Because they’re dumbasses. And dumbasses don’t get to go insane. The way I see it, they get to live their dumbass lives and do many dumbass deeds, and consequently go on to commit dumbass crimes… but that’s precisely what keeps them from going crazy. Look at this way: a smart person may think and try to pinpoint the reason the sky looks as it does, and a curious person will wait to hear the smart person’s ideas; an average person would know that the sky is shades of blue and then black, and a below average person would know that it is blue at day and black at night. But a dumbass won’t care about it either way. It is there, it is above them, sometimes it leaks, and that’s it. Dumbasses neither have questions to ask, nor do they care for an answer if they happen to stumble upon one. They just live, and so long as nothing interrupts them, they keep on doing it. And they do it at their most average, at which pace it is impossible to reach the extreme that is madness.” 

Paul was flattered and mindblown at the same time. Flattered because Clayton had decided to share his personal wisdom with him, and mindblown because that is how people tend to feel whenever their role model voices an opinion.

“Now, for when we get up there,” Clayton went on, “you need to know two things: first is – wait, did you lock the car?”

“I did,” was Paul’s first confident statement of the night.

“So you must have the keys then.”

“Yes, they’re right here,” Paul said, and patted his pocket. He grimaced when he didn’t feel the assuring bump, and he was shocked to discover that his pocket was empty. He was trying his other pockets when he heard Clayton speak again. 

“Then how come the keys are with me?” he said as he held up the keychain. The keys dangled in the moonlight, and this provoked in Paul a collage of frantic thoughts, his bafflement nearing panic before he realized what must have happened.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“You damn well be! You know, Officer Paul, I wonder if you’ll ever get good at catching thieves if you keep falling victim to them yourself.” He handed the keys back to Paul. “And I wonder if you can ever call yourself a good man if you can’t learn from your mistakes.”

“I apologize, sir. It is just that, I was not expecting for –”

“Doesn’t matter. If I manage to pick your pocket again, and you are as clueless about it as you were now, I might as well go for your gun and your badge while I’m at it. I’ve never let a klutz go past a cadet, and I don’t mean to start any time soon. So don’t let it happen again.”

“Understood, sir” Paul said.

“Very well. But there’s something to be learned here. Tell me this: where are the keys now?”

“Right here, sir,” Paul said and tapped his breast pocket. He had put them there for better assurance against a potential second attempt.

“Right. And where were they when I stole them?”

“With you, sir.”

“That’s right. So now they are with you, and before that they were with me?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“So they were always with us: prior, during, and after the incident.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So there was no problem there.”

“No, sir.”

“But there was a problem when you looked for them and couldn’t find them where you last put them.”

“I believe there was, sir.”

“And can you tell me where that problem was, considering there were no real consequences?”

Paul was silent. He could not pinpoint the exact problem. At first he felt like saying that the problem had been his lack of self-awareness prior to the discovery, but he knew that such an answer would not survive the Sergeant’s elenchus. Still, it was the only thing he could think of.

“Well?”

“Well, I would say the problem was that I was not aware that my pocket had been picked, sir.”

“Rather, that was the cause for the problem, or caused by the problem, depending on how you look at it, but not the problem itself; and I asked where the problem was, not what it was.” 

“In my perception – I mean, lack of perception?”

“No, that’s just reiterating what you said before. Let us put it this way: do you think there was one problem, or two?”

“At this point, I can’t say I’m sure, sir.”

“You give up? That easily? Fine. There were two problems, Officer Paul. The first was that you couldn’t instantly deduce that, since you can remember locking the door and pocketing the keys, keeping in mind that there were no holes in your pockets when you checked, nor had we travelled an especially acrobatic route, the best explanation would simply be that I have done what I have done in the past – namely, taken the keys while you were not looking. That’s the first problem. You conclude accident before you’ve even considered agency. The second problem is where the first problem was located: and this is that it never occurred to you that the whereabouts of the keys could be a problem you’d ever need to consider in the first place. Am I making sense?” 

“I hope – believe – you are, sir.” 

“Well then – what is the moral in this, can you tell?”

“To always be prepared, sir?”

“No. That’s a cliché. The moral is the key to tactical advantage, no pun intended. You see, Officer Paul – the key to tactical advantage is to create a problem where the opponent thinks there is none.”

“I see, sir. It does make sense. I will keep that in mind. Sir.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Now, back on topic. When we go in – before we go in, I want you to be on your toes. Just in case. Nothing bad’s coming out of this, I’m sure of that. Locals reported a grave robbery, or strange activity in the area thereby, about half an hour ago. The time it took us to get the car all the way to the fields, and then walk uphill the rest of the way – I’m sure whatever trespassers might have been there have fled by now. So this is most likely going to be an investigation, not a confrontation. The place will probably be empty. With that said, keep your eyes peeled and be ready to react to anything. Just in case. Because the last thing you want is a problem where you least expect it. Understood?” 

Paul nodded.

“Good. Dumbasses may inhabit these lands, but you never know who else might have decided to pay them a visit.”

“Yes, sir. And the second thing, sir?”

“Right. I almost forgot. I want you to know that I deliberately chose you to accompany me on this one. I figured you looked ready for experiencing an investigation firsthand. That is, of course, as long as we’re in agreement.”

Paul knew better than to pass on such an opportunity. 

“I would… appreciate that very much, sir.”  

Paul was worried he might have to struggle to hold back a spontaneous overjoyed grin, but, as it happened, he was so nervous that none came to him.

“Good. There’s not much road ahead. I think I can make out the gates already. Come on.”

 

*

 

The tall, iron gates to the graveyard stood wide open. The lock and chains that had previously held them together lie broken on the ground. It did not take a perceptive genius to realize that the place had indeed been broken into. This came as a relief to Paul. At first he was worried that the reported robbery might end up being a false alarm: a drunkard, or lovers, or some kids perhaps… trespassing, but nothing in the sense of a real crime; no investigation needed, an adventure canceled before it could even begin. But it was apparently not so, and that made him glad.

He was not entirely sure as to what Clayton meant by be on your toes, so he took care of what he believed to be the most reasonable precautions. For one, he tried to be more alert, assuming that could ever be a conscious decision. He had also unbuttoned the safety belt of his holster while leaving the half-cock notch of the service pistol as it was: relatively safe from an accidental discharge, yet ready to draw if needed. As soon as they entered, he slowed his pace, presumably in order to make less noise. 

Clayton took point and Paul followed behind. They both carried flashlights. The incongruity between Paul’s efforts to walk silently and their use of flashlights eluded him. 

They stopped at the entrance to survey the location.

No movement, no disturbances, not so much as a sound. The perpetrators had apparently fled the scene. Or hid.

“Peaceful neighborhood,” Clayton muttered to himself, then, to Paul, “Hey, the guy who’s been robbed won’t call out. We’ll have to search for it. If there even is an it. You take the ones on the left.” 

They set to work; roaming the graveyard with their flashlights pointed down and ahead, searching for a hole the digging of which would be fresh, in stark contrast to the contents inside.

The moon, Paul remembered his earlier disturbance. It’s the moon, he thought. I don’t like it. Not at all. 

Memory is a lingering pest. Fears adopted at an early age tend to stay for good, in one form or another, and reason can substitute only so much of nurtured conviction. It is not easy to combat emotion, and one of the hardest emotions to combat is dread, its cornerstones rooted in memory and thought, things which intelligent people generate excessively. Of course, not all who fear should be labeled as necessarily gifted. Paul’s mind, for instance, only reached the outer rims of intellect. He could think, but he preferred to listen, and he loved to ask questions but cared little for the substance of the answers, even when he did care to hear them. And so it was that trained superstition made up a certain Damocles’ panic attack that imposed itself on the otherwise peaceful night.
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A MYSTERY BEYOND THE CULPRIT





