[image: cover-image, Their Golden Blood  - v7.0.1 - EPUBONLY]

 

 

THEIR
GOLDEN
BLOOD

 

 

The Team
   Book 2

 

 

Till Noever

 

 

 

Copyright Till Noever, 2023-2024. All rights reserved. 

 

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval systems without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 

 

THEIR GOLDEN BLOOD is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

Cover design by Till Noever.

The cover image was created using cropped/edited versions of freely available images, provided by Velizar Ivanov and Chad Madden, found on unsplash.com. 

The DNA image (public domain license) was taken from phys.org at the following URL:

https://phys.org/news/2019-11-dna-millions-genetic-molecules.html

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to

my family

 

 

 

Table of Contents

 

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Epilogue

 

 

 

 

 

TWO ARE ONE 

ONE IS NONE

Many Sources

 

 

 

 



PROLOGUE

 

Lucién: Hola chica

Rachel: Hola chavo

Lucién: Last time 

Rachel: Don’t like it 

Lucién: Need to, under serious threat, need to keep you safe

Rachel: Not just me 

Lucién: True but mainly you, too exposed 

Rachel: Hate it, you’re a PITA but I like you anyway 

Lucién: I like you too, even though you’re an even bigger PITA 

Rachel: Just because I’m always right 

Lucién: Sometimes right, wrong often enough 

Rachel: Whatever makes you sleep at night 

Lucién: Please be super careful

Rachel: Always am 

Lucién: *More* careful 

Rachel: Don’t be bossy 

Lucién: I’m bossy if I want to 

Rachel: And I’ll ignore you if I want to

Lucién: Do you? 

Rachel: Yes 

Lucién: Sorry to hear that, how about just please please please? 

Rachel: I’m sorry too, want to ignore you but won’t 

Lucién: Whoa! 

Rachel: Don’t let it go to your head, you’re just right this time 

Lucién: Phew 

Rachel: Wish I could kick you

Lucién: Maybe one day 

Rachel: I do kickboxing, so don’t ask for it

Lucién: Duly noted 

Rachel: What are you going to do? 

Lucién: Going on a mission 

Rachel: And you’re telling ME to be careful

Lucién: Going to be very careful, no comms, isolated 

Rachel: Dangerous 

Lucién: Only safe way to accomplish mission 

Rachel: Not asking what it is 

Lucién: Thanks, hate to keep secrets from you 

Rachel: Except the ones you have to I suppose 

Lucién: Safer for you, especially you 

Rachel: I’m touched 

Lucién: Don’t be snarky please, last time we’re talking

Rachel: Sorry, just upset, snarky is my defense mechanism 

Lucién: Forgiven, I do care, even tough you’re the greatest PITA ever 

Rachel: Back atcha

Lucién: One day… 

Rachel: Yeah maybe, wish I could hear your real voice

Lucién: Same here, but maybe one day… 

Rachel: If we make it through this 

Lucién: We will 

Rachel: Stirred up a hornet’s nest, *everybody* after us now

Lucién: Had to, D’s wife was among the prisoners 

Rachel: Wish I knew D, he must love her a lot 

Lucién: If we hadn’t gotten involved he would have tried it by himself 

Rachel: And be killed 

Lucién: Yep 

Rachel: I wish somebody felt like that about me 

Lucién: Sure somebody will one day, just be careful 

Rachel: There you go again 

Lucién: Sorry, I just care 

Rachel: Dumb-ass

Lucién: Thanks! 

Rachel: That was an endearment 

Lucién: Oh 

Rachel: Can I ask you a question? 

Lucién: Sure 

Rachel: Do you like me? 

Lucién: Where did that come from? 

Rachel: Somewhere

Lucién: Do you like me? 

Rachel: I asked first 

Lucién: Answer’s ‘yes’ 

Rachel: I think I like you, too 

Lucién: Again, why did you ask? 

Rachel: Just wanted to know 

Lucién: Why? 

Rachel: Same reason you asked me 

Lucién: I asked you because you asked me 

Rachel: Didn’t you want to know?

Lucién: Already did 

Rachel: Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you? 

Lucién: I just knew

Rachel: One day I’m going to take you down a few notches

Lucién: Stop flirting

Rachel: Don’t flatter yourself 

Lucién: Not with me but Siri Male

Rachel: Don’t you wish you could hear my real voice?

Lucién: I do, very much, working on it

Rachel: Work harder

Lucién: Question: are you *sure* you want to be extracted?

Rachel: Yes

Lucién: Have to give up your career

Rachel: I’d rather work with you

Lucién: Good

Rachel: Even though you’re a PITA

Lucién: Back atcha lol

Rachel: My grab-and-run bag is always packed

Lucién: You’ll need it

Rachel: When?

Lucién: Not sure yet

Rachel: Is there a plan?

Lucién: Yes, trust us

Rachel: I do. Getting safety alarm, link going down in 30

Lucién: Please please please stay safe!

Rachel: You do care

Lucién: Busted, remember you’re not alone, just looks that way

Rachel: I know! Will miss you terribly!

Lucién: Back atcha

Rachel: Ciao chavo 

Lucién: Ciao chica mia

Rachel: I wish <no connection> 

<no connection> 

<no connection>

<no connection>

 



Chapter 1

 

“Shit!” Rachel muttered as Chavo’s last message and the one she never got to finish flickered out of existence and the screen went completely black. 

Another message appeared.

Conversation deleted from SSD.

Rachel sighed. Sometimes she so wished…

She found herself making a growling sound, before she reopened the Team’s messaging app, chose Preferences, and selected ‘Delete myself completely’.

‘Are you sure?’ she was asked, hesitated, then clicked ‘Do it’. 

A few moments later her lifeline to the Team was cut for good. For the time being anyway. Until they extracted her.

How?

Who knew?

It was better that she didn’t. When it happened, that would be soon enough.

The reality of truly being alone took a few more seconds to sink in. Not that she wasn’t used to being alone; had been for most of the time since she’d left whatever passed for her ‘family’ behind. Sadly this had included her twin, whom she had loved—and still did—to pieces. 

But the being-alone-ness right now was something even more intense in so many ways. Because Chavo wasn’t there for her anymore. 

Of course, ‘Chavo’ was not his true name, but they had settled on ‘Chavo’ and ‘Chica’ at his prompting after his ‘Hola chica’ opening line. They had agreed to call each other something, and so, even though she initially had bristled at the Spanish word for ‘girl’ or even ‘cutie’, she had turned the tables on him with ‘Chavo’, which could mean anything from ‘boy’ to ‘laddie’. 

They had settled into their communication with those two greetings after a bit of mutual ribbing, Now she couldn’t imagine what her life would be like if, after all this time of almost everyday and sometimes long exchanges, she wouldn’t hear his Siri Male US voice greet her with ‘Hola chica’—appearing first as a line of text and immediately followed by the spoken version. The text would disappear as soon as the words had been spoken and she started typing; with him apparently hearing her as Siri Female US.

Chica and Chavo, the killer hacker pair, who didn’t know each other except as names and voices that weren’t theirs. A strange relationship, dictated by the need for security on both sides.

That didn’t stop Chavo from being an occasional PITA. Still, in Rachel’s reflective moments—when she wasn’t ready to explode into his online face because he thought he knew something better or had a better solution to this or that, when she just knew that hers was the best—Rachel also admitted to herself that their occasional disputes almost always prompted each other to be smarter and more creative at solving whatever problem they were facing. Their sometimes combative synergy made them better; and that surely was significant.

In a moment of whimsy, during one of their lighter, less hacking-intensive, communications, when they just chatted about nothing in particular, they had decided to call themselves the ‘C-Team’. Chica and Chavo. Rachel even had gone to a T-shirt joint and ordered some black Ts: one body-hugging with a seriously revealing V-neck; another with a more demure round neck, but still showing whatever there was of her somewhat lacking chest attributes. And there was a third: XXL-size that reached right down to her knees. Perfect size for throwing on when she was alone in her apartment. She also liked to sleep in it; so much in fact that it was beginning to get rather worn.

The Ts had a small symbol consisting of two facing ‘C’s above her left breast and a larger version of the same symbol in the middle of her back.

Rachel never wore the Ts to work, because she didn’t want to have to answer questions she didn’t want to answer; not in the lab anyway, where gossip was far more of a pastime than she had expected in a high-pressure environment populated mostly by geeks of the software- and hardware-engineering species, who often were completely wrapped up in their work; more than just occasionally definitely were on the autism spectrum and had serious socialization issues.

Ha! 

And what about herself?

Well, she at least could claim to have a reason! After all, her life was potentially at grave risk if she opened herself up too far.

Still, Rachel sometimes wore the round-neck when out and about the town. Nobody—except for Yumiko, the cashier at her favorite sushi joint—had ever asked her what that symbol was all about. Rachel had told her that it meant ‘I’m-watching’, which was a really stupid explanation, but she hadn’t been able to come up with anything more creative on the spur of the moment. So, for future use she had thought of a few more plausible explanations. Because she wanted to continue wearing it. Because it was a symbol of Chavo-and-Chica or Chica-and-Chavo; the C-Team. One day she might even let herself wear the risqué Yoga tops vest seamless bra deep-V sleeping bralette. 

When she had broached the idea of the C-Team to Chavo, she got a 😂🤗, but before she could get embarrassed about letting that slip, his Siri Male US voice had assured her that he was completely on board with that. Apparently he was a fan of an old TV series called the ‘A-Team’. The C-Team idea really appealed to him. 

He also told her that he was going to go out and find a place to get a couple of custom Ts for himself; maybe also a coffee mug for good measure. He had eventually decided to leave the mug and acquire an extra T instead.

Rachel hadn’t been able to get herself to tell him just how much that had meant to her. She had no idea why she should be shy about it. Maybe it was just because even with Chavo…

Her relationships with men had always been iffy. She’d never found one who not only stirred her viscerally, but also seemed like he could be a friend. A best friend. Chavo came as close as anybody had ever gotten, but even so…

Why am I doing this?

Was she just afraid to have any deep relationship of any kind?  Or maybe she wanted something beyond mere ‘relationship’. After all, she lived under the constant threat of being discovered by those who had driven her away from home and the only true friend she’d ever had and trusted: her twin sister, who would have felt betrayed by Rachel suddenly just leaving with an explanation that she just knew made no sense to her twin, who knew her too well not to realize that it was a lie.

Rachel sighed and closed down the Linux virtual machine she had been using for the sole purpose of chatting to Chavo and deleted it from the virtual machine library of her VM app. The memory management of the SSD would ensure that when she emptied the trash, it would disappear from existence within a few seconds. 

The next thing that went into the trash was code she had put together with Chavo, and had safely stored on an encrypted server in Switzerland; additionally encrypted of course, just to be completely paranoid. It was her and Chavo’s totally private drop box for any work they did for the Team; or sometimes for themselves as well, just for fun. That code was the only thing with some kind of permanence, since their comms app deleted everything and left no trace of their words except their personal memories. 

It was a lot like talking; and sometimes Rachel had an irrational sense that through the synthesized voice she actually heard the real ‘Chavo’. Imagination of course, because Siri Male, in all its international versions, though composed of the phonemes of real human males and having added to it some low-level AI to sometimes make it sound like more than a robot, really just did a totally predictable text-to-speech conversion. 

And now…

Completely alone…

Or maybe not quite!

Rachel folded down the MacBook screen and went into her bedroom. It was Sunday, and so she had the day to herself. She’d learned the hard way that taking two days off from thinking about AI and robotics was very helpful for some serious creativity when she got back to the lab. The other geeks didn’t think so apparently, because they seemed to live—maybe even sleep?—at Quest Core, though at the Monday morning team meetings they rarely had anything new to show. 

Staying away from Quest Core also had an additional benefit: Paul Bastian, who was skirting very closely to getting himself slapped with a sexual nuisance complaint by Rachel, wasn’t going to be anywhere close. He was the kind of guy who probably should have every properly functioning female salivating at the prospect of getting to know him better; whatever ‘better’ might mean. Up-close-and-personal was maybe a better turn of phrase to describe it, judging from the behavior even of otherwise apparently close-to-frigid geeks in her lab. Of both sexes, if the truth were told.

It looked like Rachel was the only one had absolutely no interest in him; which was maybe why he seemed to show more of an interest in her than she was comfortable with. He was clever enough not to overstep the boundaries imposed by MIT’s code of conduct for employees, which were even stricter than those applying to students.

Rachel’s discomfort had prompted her to do as much investigating—occasionally stepping into ‘hacking’ territory as far as she considered safe—of Paul Bastian as possible. MIT’s databases could be hacked with an ease that had her worried about her own security. The same applied to what apparently was his alma mater: Emory. Plus there was his social media presence of course. 

The problem with what she had found out about Paul Bastian was what she hadn’t been able to trace further back. Records showed that he was thirty-one. There should be cyberverse traces of him somewhere. But she hadn’t found any. She had also found that Bastian was very careful about not revealing much about himself and his background on the social media platforms he frequented; starting from day one on Facebook. In the olden days people were very open and letting it all hang out there. Nobody really worried much about the consequences of opening one’s personal life to the world. 

But Bastian, from the day he joined Facebook in 2006, had always kept his cards close to his chest. Combing through his posts, his comments and responses to others, there was a lack of…something. Rachel couldn’t place her finger on it, but sometimes she thought that here, too, was ‘artificiality’ and what just stood out as lack of personality. The kind of thing her current work might one day achieve: an AI-based human simulacrum, able to pass a Turing test even for AI-savvy observers. 

About the only thing with any verisimilitude in Bastian’s Facebook and other social media presences were his profile images, as well as those showing him in the company of others happened to be hanging out with. So, he had a social life; unlike herself. As of recent, selfies with ‘friends’, especially females, were proliferating; including the blonde-and-busty Samantha Hurley, one of Quest Lab’s most creative software engineers.

Rachel was glad that Bastian’s attention seemed to have been diverted by Sam’s attractions. Not much of a chance of ‘accidentally’ running into him when out on the streets of Cambridge. There had been a few ostensibly accidental meetings in Massachusetts Avenue, causing her to change the times of her visits to her favorite cafés and randomly change the places she chose on any given day; especially on weekends and during holidays. The fact that Bastian definitely was one of Quest Core’s weekend-geeks made it even more suspicious that he should have accidentally run into her repeatedly on a few Saturdays, which, according to the lab’s entry logs Rachel had hacked, were his usual weekend working days.

Rachel dismissed her ruminations about the unpleasantness of Paul Bastian’s attention and decided that on this Sunday morning she wasn’t in the mood to go to visit her fav café. Being exposed to people having a good time doing ‘social’ things would just depress her and serve as a reminder that the only relationship worth anything to her had suddenly been severed. 

Damn you, Chavo! Why didn’t you…

But no. He couldn’t. The risk of exposure was somewhere up in the mesosphere. For the time being, keeping as low a profile as possible and breaking all bonds to the Team was the minimum requirement for being safe. Didn’t guarantee it, of course, but it was an essential starting point. Still, maybe one day Hillel, who was the only Team member she actually knew as a real human being, would finally get back to her and tell her that she could come out of her isolation.

And no hacking for the time being! Anything that wasn’t related to Quest Core work was T-A-B-O-O!

That made her feel even more isolated…and lonely, too. 

Come on, Rache! Remember? Once upon a time? 

What it was like before the Team found her…

She remembered only too well.

But there at least always had been Hillel, who had saved not only her, but her sister as well, by helping Rachel to leave Israel and start a new life. And then there was Chavo of course—even though he was just a voice.

Rachel went into her bedroom, stripped off her thin PJs, replacing them with the oversized C-Team T. She hadn’t even known she had done it until she caught sight of herself in the large mirror door of her built-in bedroom wardrobe. 

But why not?

It was her connection to Chavo. Something they shared. Idly she wondered if maybe he was doing something similar. Wherever he was. Because she didn’t know where he was. Lived. Maybe just down the next block of apartments? Australia? Somewhere in a cabin in a wilderness; with excellent internet access, of course, and more firewalls between himself and the cyberverse than you could poke a stick at.

Though she tended to avoid daydreaming, Rachel allowed herself a brief whimsy. After all, daydreams were free. Right now she needed to surrender to a fantasy that had her walk along Massachusetts Avenue, where she suddenly saw a man in a deep blue, rather tight and revealing, T-shirt with the C-Team logo on his chest heading toward her. Because that would be Chavo. 

She knew that if that ever happened, she’d forget all about dignity and…

Don’t go there!

But whimsies were free…

One thought followed another and led to a place she hadn’t intended to go; because how could her whimsy ever become more than that unless she actually was out there, instead of holing up inside these walls?

Rachel dumped herself on her bed, closed her eyes, let the feel of the cotton fabric of her C-Team T wrap itself around her.

I’m so tired! 

So damn tired. Of everything. Years of on-the-run and in hiding, with an identity wrapped around her true self that was as sterile as Paul Bastian’s social media profiles.

Suddenly she sat up, her heart thumping.

Though Chavo’s computer-generated Siri Male voice was sterile and their conversations usually were focused on the jobs at hand, that sterility had always been mitigated by being a little more than just that. 

And now…

Chavo’s sign-off always was ‘Ciao chica’, just as hers was ‘Ciao chavo’. He had been the one to start using the Italian version of ‘good-bye’ or ‘so long’, as opposed to the Spanish ‘Hola’ that always started their conversations.

Had he really…

This one time?

Spoken words…

Too easily forgotten, especially when spoken by a synthesized voice. But now suddenly the writing of Chavo's final sign-off, briefly displayed on the screen, flashed before her eyes.

‘Ciao chica mia’.

Chica mia!

Damn! Damndamndamn! 

Why didn’t I…

Rachel slumped back again and closed her eyes, placed her hands on the pads of her somewhat-lacking breasts and wondered what Chavo really looked like; felt like; sounded like; smelled like; was!

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2

 

Lucién mirrored Rachel’s action by deleting the Linux system from his virtual machine app and immediately emptying the trash to wipe it from his 3Tb SSD as well.

He stared at the sparsely populated desktop of the MacBook Pro he was going to take with him into the world outside. Nothing was left on it that would give away anything but that it was the property of one ‘Lucién Gerard Roussin’—his real name, because establishing a fake identity was too risky, and Rachel would figure out what he’d done quicker than he could type his real name—who had graduated a ‘doctor avec mention d'excellence de la faculté d'ingénierie électrique’ at Sorbonne Université and was about to start at Quest Core with a two-year funding for his research position from Advance Artificial Intelligence (a.k.a. ‘AAI’), an anonymous philanthropy—using money purloined as a side benefit from various Team exploits—ostensibly focused on the development and future of AI, and ensuring that its benefits would outweigh its potential perils to the future of humanity.

The main software on the MacBook Pro was a fully featured Python code development environment, together with current Mac OS software and the Affinity suite of programs. Plus there was his extensive personal music collection, a bunch of downloads of his favorite movies, and of course a heap of eBooks, most of them on the still-to-read list. The titles had been selected to make anyone who by some highly improbable chance—or possibly because Lucién wanted them to!—managed to gain access to his Apple Books and Kindle collections, consider them entertaining, undemanding, escapist fiction. Plus there were a few popular science and technology books, the latter mostly concerned with AI.

Lucién’s MacBook also had a hidden bit of software, piggy-backed onto the operating system—almost certainly seriously disapproved of by Apple, if only they knew about such a thing even being possible—which would wipe the entire SSD, including the suicide code itself, within less than ten seconds if Lucién uttered an appropriate phrase, typed in a special passcode, tapped a particular sequence of numbers into the Calculator app, sent a specially phrased iMessage or started Photo Booth and held up both hands to the camera in the Vulcan live-long-and-prosper gesture for longer than five seconds. The Vulcan gesture could be performed by anyone with the same effect; Jan and Hillel knew it, and for Lucién it might one day be the only way to get the machine wiped clean when it was about to be compromised by an enemy.

Would Rachel know it one day?

Would she have to?

Rachel…

Lucién wondered if the last word of his final sign-off had registered with her. 

‘Chica mia’ meant ‘my girl’. He’d never done that before. Should have lit up a whole chandelier in Rachel’s head, but who knew? Maybe she had been too focused on something else to notice it. 

Or maybe not…

He went to an encrypted photo album to yet again look at the face-and-shoulder shot of the woman he was going meet in just a few days and would be working with in close proximity; aiming to get to know her better, solve a mystery even Hillel hadn’t been able to unravel and hopefully extricate her very gently and without raising too many suspicions in the predators circling her from where she was into the Team’s fold and safety.

Because she was in danger, if for no other reason but that at least one predator was watching from close up. There might be more, but one was enough. Right now, the Team was under assault from the world, and nobody on the outside was a friendly, unless proven otherwise.

Despite the hacking ban, Lucién had been able to get a picture of Rachel from the recently updated Quest Core Personal Profiles web page. She had gone to some length to hide what she really looked like, but it was enough. He would recognize her the moment he saw her, even without the disguise. In order to avoid anybody, and especially Rachel herself, knowing that he had kept a copy of the photo, Lucién had not downloaded the image file but taken a hi-res screenshot of it and hidden it away in an encrypted ZIP file. Since that day, whenever they had connected, he had displayed it on the screen beside the Linux secure-chat app, just to get a sense of who it was on the other end. 

He’d felt a bit like a stalker, but so what? While the I-know-your-face balance had been slanted in his favor since that day, as of recent some of it had been restored. Rachel almost certainly had, in as much depth as possible, researched Lucién Gérard Roussin. She would know his face, too; if only from the Sorbonne Université database and alumni pages. However, no matter her hacking skills, she would not have had any access to his social media profiles; mainly because he didn’t have any. By the time he had considered opening any social media account, he was already too far gone into paranoia-land to even consider it. 

How would that sit with Rachel? His thesis had been about cyber-cognition. Between his graduation and imminent return to visibility he had effectively vanished from the face of the Earth. No email address; no residential info; no traffic fines; no driver’s licenses; no credit card records or bank details; no nothing. Diddly-squat. Zilch. Zero. Rien. Nada. Nanimonai. Nichts. 

‘Flying under the radar’ didn’t even begin to cover what had happened when he started working for the Team from their base in Alaska. Recruited, like Rachel, by Hillel, who had spent almost a year vetting and personally getting to know the Ph.D. student Lucién Roussin, until he finally approached him with a proposition that Lucién had been unable to refuse. Truth be told, he couldn’t believe that someone thought of him highly enough, as a professional as well a person, to make him such an offer.

Still couldn’t believe it, even now when he stopped to think about it.

Lucién smiled to himself. The situation with Rachel was still unbalanced and might remain that way for a long time. He knew who she was and what she looked like. She knew what he looked like and who he was—except not as a Team member. And then there was the little issue of Hillel not really knowing who Rachel really was. Secrets within secrets; they would all have to be unraveled before Lucién could take Rachel or whoever she was to safety. Because she would have to give up the truth about herself before they could risk letting her in.

“Are you done?” 

Hillel came up behind Lucién. 

“Gonna torture me some more?”

Hillel grinned. “Only have a few days left to make you into a deadly fighting machine, before we let you loose. Remember that…”

Lucién held up a hand. “I remember!”

One side of Hillel’s mouth twitched. “Good. Let’s get on with it then. This time without pansy-ass Aikido mats. Time to give you a serious taste of what happens when somebody slams you onto a hard surface and you don’t roll properly. Tomorrow we’ll go outside and we’ll do it on the driveway.”

Lucién bit back a reply, but Hillel noticed it anyway and again grinned crookedly.

“Better today and tomorrow, so you’re kind-of OK again by the time you fly out of here for your convoluted tour. Sitting on a bunch of planes for that long with sore shoulders and ass is no joke. Especially since you’re going in cattle class.”

“Ah, fuck,” Lucién grumbled.

Hillel laughed. “And when I’m done with you, Dec wants some more quality time with you and weapons.”

“I can’t wait to get on that plane,” Lucién said dryly.

“You can’t wait to meet Rache! At least be honest. And remember that no matter what happens—”

“Be gentle with her,” Lucién completed. “Which might just be rather difficult if she’s the firebrand you say she can be.”

“I think you know her well enough by now to know her,” Hillel said, sounding almost as if he might be a close relative of hers. A brother maybe. 

As he followed Hillel to the training gym, Lucién wondered what Rachel’s real name ultimately would turn out to be. Another task on his list. And he would have to do it without her knowing; which might turn out to be the most impossible thing he’d ever attempted.

 

••• ~ •••

 

When—after two solid hours of Krav Maga torture, more contusions and aching muscles—Hillel was done with Lucién, both Hillel and Dec put him through another two hours of shooting a variety of handguns, from .375 revolvers to small .22 semi-autos, together with some basic combat scenarios and an endless litany of cover, cover, cover. Being able to instantly recognize, find and use any available cover significantly increased one’s survival chances.

“You know I have no intention of being either in fights or shootouts,” Lucién said when they were finally done with him. “Just sayin’.”

Hillel laughed, but Dec didn’t.

“Life doesn’t give a damn about your intentions. You think hacking is difficult? You ain’t seen nothing yet, my friend.”

“Dec’s right,” Hillel said. “And you of all people know it. So, avoid open conflict situations, or even the potential of conflict; unless it’s part of your plan; not your enemies’.”

Dec clapped Lucién on the shoulder, right where a new contusion was about to rear its blue-and-soon-to-turn-yellow-and-purple head. 

Lucién grimaced. “Ouch! Training session’s over! How about not hitting me anymore for a while?”

“Warm down, do your stretches,” Hillel said. “Then have a nice long hot-and-cold shower.”

“I’ll do that. Maybe the shower will help me figure out how to approach this once I get to Boston.”

“Adapt,” Dec said. “Make plans, but try to think situational. I know you’ll find a way to do this.”

Lucién nodded and rolled his aching shoulder.

“Gonna do my post-workout stuff and have another browse through the lab’s staff backgrounds. Right now we only know about Matthew-Hillcrest-slash-‘Paul’-‘Bastian’. I just have a funny feeling that he’s not the only one I need to keep an eye on as far as Rache is concerned.”

“There’s Ray Poole,” Dec said. “Jan says his background is solid and squeaky clean; which always makes me suspicious. Nobody’s clean. Maybe he is who he appears to be, but you might wanna check if he did some sanitizing of his past. Lots of people do.”

Lucién nodded. “I’ll do some more digging when I’ve recovered from my injuries.”

“Injuries? Ha!” Hillel laughed, but turned serious almost immediately. “But that reminds me. We’ve got to take the tracker out of your ass.”

“What?!”

“Too risky. Sorry, buddy, but you’ll really be on your own.”

“Shit! That’ll hurt! Won’t be able to sit for days.”

“Don’t be a pussy!” Dec laughed. “Besides, maybe you’re like Danie. Super-fast healer. She told me the scar from me putting a tracker into her was gone by the time she had her first shower in the women’s holding pen in Qatar. Took off the dressing, making sure the CCTV didn’t see what she was doing, because she was worried they’d find it.”

“Can we do this now?” Lucién grumbled. “I don’t wanna sit on a plane with a sore ass.”

“Might as well,” Hillel said. “Let’s go to sick bay.”

 

••• ~ •••

 

Later, his hurting butt making him work upright at a height-adjustable table, he did another scan through the members of Quest Core; not just the ones in the organo-mol lab, where Rachel worked—as would he—but the entire staff, though focusing more on actual research and research support staff and leaving the admin section for later.

He had already downloaded most of the available info on just about everybody known to work there. However, at Jan’s request, he had refrained from hacking into MIT’s high-security systems. Keeping a low profile, except in emergencies, was the overriding consideration for the Team right now. Still, there had been a rich harvest from a number of sources, including openly available information from educational institutions, social media, as well as certain search engines and other online tools available only on the dark web. 

Lucién considered the wealth of information he had amassed. Too much to go through, especially if he wanted to dig deeper than he had so far.

Maybe…

Why not?

It was worth a try. If he grouped the available data into different categories… Images; video; social media posts; academic records; personal stats; dates and places of birth; parents if available; political party affiliations; travel; music preferences; place of residence. 

That might do the trick. He just needed to write a script to sort the categories and then submit them to MARIANNE; who, with the appropriate nudge from his instructions, might come up with something that stood out like a sore thumb with a highlight bandaid. The AI was damn good with lots of things, but sometimes it still demonstrated a lack of what Lucién thought of ‘intuition’. It might pick it up with enough Deep Learning time and data; but right now he didn’t have the time to try that. Besides, despite everything he kew about the power of DL, he still trusted his own intuition to make mental leaps that mere statistical analysis—which was what DL ultimately did—still wasn’t capable of. This wasn’t Chess, Go or a video game, but something far more complex and with far too many unknown unknowns to trust computational analysis.

But who knew? Maybe one day soon…

Lucién spent just over an hour to write a few scripts and let them loose on the data he had collected, then submitted the categorized data to MARIANNE with a bunch of leading queries. 

By the time he was done he was aching all over; so he finally swallowed a mild pain killer, retired to his room, lay down—very gingerly, to avoid aggravating his all-over pains—and presently managed to doze off.

He dreamt of Rachel—or someone looking like her. 

 

••• ~ •••

 

Lucién left two days later from Anchorage on a flight with minimal check-in and hand luggage. Hillel accompanied him to the airport. Before Lucién went through security, Hillel had one more piece of advice.

“This is your game. You have to judge how you want to play it. Make a plan, but don’t get too attached to it. Always have at least two more plans at the ready. Preferably more.

“Also, I know you know Rache, but there’s stuff you can’t know, because you never talked about it online; for good reasons. You’ve never looked into each other’s faces either. She’ll know what you look like, because she’ll have researched you about as deeply as was safe. But she’s researched Lucién Roussin from the Sorbonne! Not you.

“You on the other hand know what she looks like and a lot of other things as well. I think maybe you know her better than anybody. Which means you’ll also know how best to deceive her; because in the beginning that’s what you need to do. You’re going to feel bad about that, because you like her. And don’t tell me you don’t, because I know you do. Once you meet her you’re going to like her even more. Make sure she doesn’t know that. Hide it as much as you can.” He grinned. “You know your eyes give you away, right? Especially yours. Because you’re no good at hiding yourself. Neither is she.”

“Maybe I—”

“No!” Hillel said sharply. “Keep your distance. Don’t show interest until she clearly wants you to. Take your time. Not just because that’s the only way she’ll take the initiative to connect to you. Once you two get close up and personal—which you will!—that’s it. You suck at pretending. So does Rachel.” Hillel grinned crookedly. “By the way, never call her ‘Rache’!”

“Why not?”

“That’s just the way it is. Live with it. Once she allows you to call her that, probably only in private, she’s yours; and you better make sure that you’re hers. Understood?”

“Whoa! That’s a lot of assuming.”

Hillel chuckled. “No assuming implied. I’m looking at you as I’m talking about Rachel, and I can see them give away how you feel about her. 

“Tell you what: wear slightly darkened or partially mirrored specs. Even at work. Like it’s a kind of silly affectation; or maybe just a way for some weirdo-geek to look cool and different. Or pretend it’s an eye-disease thing. Photophobia or something like that. Just make sure you hide your eyes from her and the rest of the world. People with serious intelligence experience will pay some serious attention to you—both of you!—and if you two… ‘connect’ I guess…too soon, the game could be up, and our plan to extract her quietly and without raising too much suspicion is gonna go tits-up.”

Lucién nodded. 

“Got it. As far as specs are concerned, my eyes are classified as ‘gray’, with just the slightest tinge of blue. Means I’m rather UV sensitive. Got a pair of FL-41 specs for indoors with fluorescent lighting. Plus I have a generic pair of photosensitive specs with just a touch of reflective coating. I can basically wear these all the time. Don’t really need FL-41s, because I don’t have a problem with migraines. Got them anyway, just in case. If the lights in the lab are too blue, I’ll have an excellent excuse to wear them. So, Rachel will probably not see me without specs until the time’s right. Means you can relax. ”

“Trying to. Just worried—about both of you. Still, I hope you enjoy the formidable Rachel and that she enjoys you. Just remember that that formidable exterior hides some serious fragility and a lot of angst. PTSD still lurking somewhere; just as much as it is with you. She’s got a lot to hide. Even I haven’t been able to find out who she really is. Covered every track to her past I can think of. 

“Only thing we have that might help us to trace her past—but so far hasn’t, because we haven’t figured out how to use it to solve the Rachel riddle—is her DNA profile. My bad, I know, but we have every Team member’s DNA profile. Doesn’t matter if they’re HQ or field. Like you, most of them let us have it voluntarily. Others don’t know we’ve got it. Rache is one of those, because I just knew it would have spooked her, and we would have lost her for good.”

“Did you do a genetic ancestry analysis?”

“Yep. Interesting mix. Significant components of Jewish and Celtic, with traces of Balkanese and a hint of northern Russian. The mystery of Rachel Flanders remains.”

Lucién nodded. “We’ll see.”

Hillel eyed him sideways. 

“Indeed we will. Best of luck, buddy. You’re on your own from here on. Emergency signal only and I’ll be there. Or maybe not just me.”

“Question,” Lucién said. “Been kind of bothering me.”

“Now’s the time to ask,” Hillel agreed.

“Did Rachel actually ask to be extracted?”

“She expects to be.”

“So you talked about this? When?”

“When she decided to join us and we discussed the possibility that she might be compromised.”

“She’s really willing to give up her career? From all I hear, she’s a rising star in her field.”

“Asked her that, too. She said that unless she told us differently that would be her preferred option. As long as we do it safely and securely. I know you would have asked her as well, right?”

“I did. Just wanted to know how sure she is.”

“She is.”

“Good.”

“Any more questions?”

“More than one.” Lucién glanced at his watch. “I’ve got almost half an hour before boarding. Let’s find a quiet place so we can talk.”

Hillel’s face became expressionless.

“About what?”

“You know exactly about what.”

A moment’s hesitation.

“Sorry, but—”

“Screw your ‘but’! You’re going to tell me what I want to know—what I need to know!—or you and I are going to have some serious problems. So, what’s it going to be?”

Hillel’s eyes turned flinty.

“Stop trying to stare me down,” Lucién said, unimpressed. “You want me to fill in the missing Rachel Flanders gaps? Well, start by telling me what you do know.”

 

••• ~ •••

 

“Even Dec and Jan don’t know all of this,” Hillel said.

They had sat themselves on a bench in the back of the boarding gate area. Hillel had turned on a sound scrambler and oriented the directional speaker at the seating area. This acted as an effective noise canceling device, which would make it virtually impossible to record from a distance any of their low-level conversation.

“Why not?” Lucién asked.

“Because I promised Rachel that I would keep some things to myself. And I keep my promises. Besides, what I’m supposed to keep to myself is of no bearing on operational issues.”

Lucién shrugged. “Let me decide that. As I’ve been told repeatedly, this is my operation. And I want—I need!—every bit of knowledge I can lay my hands on.”

Hillel again seemed ready to object, but Lucién wasn’t having a bar of it. Next to Dec and Jan, Hillel might be the third highest big cheese, but it was time Lucién asserted his own position. 

Hillel must have sensed Lucién’s state of mind, because his mouth twitched with what seemed like wry amusement. 

“All right. This is what happened.

“Tel Aviv, a few years ago. I had finished a joint mission with Mossad, who had asked for our help. Our mutual cooperation works on a tit-for-tat basis. This operation got us some serious credits. I was pulled in to assist because once I’d been one of them. Not going into details about why we went our different ways, because it’s not relevant to this. Another day maybe.

“I had dropped off my rental at Ben Gurion and was heading for the check-in counters to fly back to the O’Hare and from there to Anchorage, when Rachel runs into me from a side passage, nearly throws me over, and hits the ground as she falls over my suitcase. From the same direction as her come two guys, clearly after her.”

Hillel grinned crookedly.

“I’m a sucker for damsels in distress. That girl didn’t look like a criminal to me. Plus I really didn’t like the look of those two guys coming after her. So when they tried to knock me out and take her, I decked them, left them there with a few broken limbs and dragged Rachel with me to a quiet place where we could talk. 

“Not easy to talk to Rachel when she doesn’t want to! She was like that then, and I suspect she’s still pretty much the same.”

Lucién chuckled. “She’s confessed that her mouth often runs away with her brain.”

“Really? Well, it wasn’t then. Flat out refused even to talk to me at first. She just glared at me like I was just another one of those guys that had been after her.

“I finally managed to convince her that if I really had wanted to harm her I would already have done so; reminded her of what had happened to the two who had been chasing her. 

“Eventually got her talking—a bit anyway—missed my flight and instead took her to a hotel. She would have thought the worst of me. Still, probably considered me a safer option than ending up in the hands of some more of those goons that were after her. 

“I had her sleep on the bed, while I spent a less-than-restful night on the floor in front of the door, just to make sure she didn’t do a runner. The next day I managed to convince her to tell me about the trouble she was in. First she wasn’t going to, but she always was a smart cookie and figured out that she had nothing to lose. Things really couldn’t have gotten any worse. Also, I had helped her; and short of not letting her escape from the hotel room, I’d done nothing to give her a real reason to distrust me.

“She told me she had witnessed a murder committed by a well-known Israeli politician, one Regev Becker, as he threw his gay lover off the third floor balcony of a luxury hotel. The two must have made out before something went pear-shaped and the lover took a short flight that ended with his smashed body lying in a pool of blood on the pavement below. Rachel was on night shift as a food delivery courier to earn some money to pay for her university education. As she was cycling past the hotel she heard somebody shouting, looked up and saw Becker push the lover off the balcony.”

“And Becker saw Rachel seeing him,” Lucién guessed. “And she saw him seeing her, and so she panicked.”

Hillel nodded. “Got the hell out of there. Lucky for her. Her family, too, because Becker might have seen her, but there was no way he could find out who she was. All he would have seen was her face—at a distance, but illuminated enough so he would remember her. As was his face, from the lights of the buildings opposite the hotel.”

“What time was this?”

“Early morning. Street was quiet, so Rachel was the only witness.

“Cops showed up. By that time Becker had managed to disappear from the hotel. Nobody seemed to have seen him. Meaning either they really hadn’t, or he had come in disguise, because the gay thing definitely wasn’t politically acceptable for a man in his position and with his ambitions. Lucky for him—or maybe he had that planned—the room had been paid for by the now-dead lover. So the cops were none the wiser. At least it was made to look that way. Not going to speculate about who applied pressure to whom, but I could make some pretty good guesses.

“As for Rachel, she had no clue who the man on the balcony had been. She went back home and tried to pretend this had never happened. But her aunt had the TV on in the morning, and there was Becker, talking to the media about the tragic loss of one of his aides—that being the secret lover—and how he was going to do what he could to have the police thoroughly investigate the death. 

“Rachel was scared shitless, especially when she did some background checking on the guy. At the time Becker was a right-wing up-and-rising nutjob with links to some very questionable organizations. If it had become known that he was gay—screwing a male aide, his beard-wife and model family a sham and his religious pronouncements not worth the air used to utter them—he would have been ditched from the party’s ticket. Definitely wouldn’t be the Israeli defense minister today.

“Rachel didn’t go to the police or back to her job, because she suspected that this would be just about the dumbest thing she could do. She also decided not even to tell her sister about her predicament, because she knew that this might endanger her as well. Instead she decided to get the hell out of Dodge and try to disappear. She was about to leave the country on the same flight as I, but by then someone must have spotted her and tracked her to the airport—where they were about to grab her. Which is how I came into this.”

“You helped her to leave the country and disappear.”

“Yep. Got Jan to organize a student visa for the US. Paid for her studies, too. She had a hard time accepting it, but I told her that we had an ulterior motive and that we wanted her to work for us. That we would tell her once she graduated and decided to accept our offer just exactly what she would be doing. If she didn’t, there would be no strings attached.

“I kept a close eye on her over the following year. We became friends. I guess she ended up trusting me just about as much as she was able to trust anybody. In the end she decided she would work with us, but on the outside. She thought she’d be more useful there. Besides, she was keen to follow up her computer science Ph.D. with work in Quest Core, where she had done the degree.”

Hillel leaned back and shrugged. “And that’s it.”

“She never told you her real name?”

“Nope. And we haven’t been able to solve that particular riddle in all these years. Not for the lack of trying.”

“She must have had a passport.”

“She did. But that doesn’t contain anything helpful.”

“Her surname—”

“Didn’t help. By the way, it wasn’t ‘Flanders’ then, but ‘Raghallach’. We helped her change it to ‘Flanders’, to help her hide. 

“Never found the father. ‘Raghallach’ isn’t exactly common, and one might have thought he’d be easy to locate. But no such luck. Of course, he was dead, which was the reason she lived in Israel with family. Also, Rachel never told me the sister’s name. That’s how protective she was of her.

“We tried to find the family. Should have, too. All we got was dead ends. Still trying to figure out why. I wonder if by the time I actually sighted her passport she had used her skills to get herself one with ‘Raghallach’, to erase as many traces of her background as possible. I bet ‘Raghallach’ was a complete fake. She could have done it.”

“A real mystery girl.”

Hillel grinned crookedly. 

“Girl? She’s got four years on you. Hope you can live with that.”

 

••• ~ •••

 

“Now I have one more question,” Hillel said as he shook Lucién’s hand at the boarding gate.

“Shoot.”

“How’s your ass?”

“Fuck you!”

“Still sore, huh? Well, serves you right. You’re a real pain in my ass. So I guess this is payback.”

Lucién laughed. “Rachel calls me that, too. Except she just writes ‘PITA’.”

“Well, I hope you suffer for the whole flight.”

“Thanks. Probably will. Don’t seem to heal quite as fast as Danie claims she did.”

“Our genes can’t all be perfect. Have fun wriggling around on your cattle-class seats.”

Lucién grinned and gave Hillel the finger, then started to turn away.

“Wait!”

“What’s up?”

Hillel stepped closer to Lucién.

“Remember, leave the light on in your apartment overnight when you have something for me. I’ll be heading to Boston in five days. Will be checking out all four spike locations every day. Use these for urgent stuff; and remember to shuffle them around. I’ll check the other dead-drops every four or five days, just to break the rhythm.”

Lucién gave him a brief nod.

“Gotta go.”

Hillel grinned. “Have fun with your sparring partner.”

 



Chapter 3

 

Should have stayed at home, Rachel thought.

That’s what happened when she didn’t listen to her gut…

Actually, to be honest, it was less about not listening and more all about apparently not being able to survive without at least one daily cappuccino from her favorite Massachusetts Avenue coffee source. It also was about deciding it too late in the morning; because a lot of people were up and about, the cafés were packed with customers and, to add to her displeasure, Paul Bastian was on the prowl; quite possibly, she thought, looking for her.

Rachel didn’t think for a moment that he had shown up here by accident. It was Saturday late morning and he should have been in the lab, but wasn’t.

Why not? This one time; just when she happened to…

No way!

Rachel made sure she didn’t let on that she had spotted him on the other side of the street; nor that she was aware that he had spied her lining up at the street-facing counter of the Chavo Café—which, even if it hadn’t been the best caffeine distribution center around here; would have become her fav hangout if only because of its name!—and finally ordering her Saturday fix.

Was Bastian’s presence an accident? Was she being just a little vain, thinking that it was all about herself; that this guy was worse than your ordinary stalker?

Because he was NSA and had inserted himself into Quest Core and the team Rachel was working in. She’d had a something-fishy gut feeling about him from the very beginning of him being added to the team; just two days before the Qatar thing broke. Rachel, despite seriously itchy fingers, had decided to follow MARIANNE’s encrypted instructions to confine any risky hacking activities to the minimum necessary. Which meant that she’d refrained from doing what would ordinarily have come naturally to her and instead just asked Chavo about Bastian during one of their still-possible but soon-to-cease chats.

When he started their next conversation with ‘Hola chica NSA’, she knew all she needed to. Neither had referred to those three letters ever again; just in case… Because one never knew if there was a ‘just in case’.

Rachel did her best to use the oversized man behind her to hide herself from Bastian, but to no avail. She could almost sense him crossing the road and approaching her position.

He was good! Walked right past her to the counter and ordered; paid, then turned around as if to join the three people — all properly socially distanced, as was still expected—waiting for their orders. He stopped and made a surprise-face that would have been unconvincing, even if she hadn’t known who and what he was.

“Hey, Rache!”

He smiled and took a step closer.

“Rachel!” she said sharply.

Bastian had just stepped over a line she had drawn in the sand, and which her whole lab knew about. ‘Rache’ was a familiarity reserved for very, very, very few people. One was her sister. Chavo might one day become the other one. 

But that was all. Sad but true. Didn’t say much about her ability to connect to anyone closer than arm’s length. That had also applied to Leon, a once-upon-a-time sort-of boyfriend, whom Rachel had vetted in more detail and privacy invasiveness than most people applying for a ‘SECRET’ security clearance were subjected to. Finally she had adjudicated him as safe enough to have some fun with, both in and out of bed. The fact that he was six years younger than she also had been in his favor. Easier to manage, no matter how cynical that made her feel on occasion. He hadn’t even known that she was an ‘older woman’. 

But Rachel knew that she couldn’t afford to connect closely to anyone who might just get interested in her with enough depth, maturity, intelligence, persistence and that certain something else she had never been able to quantify. Because that could lead to a breaking down of protective barriers that she couldn’t afford to let collapse. Not just her own welfare depended on it, but her sister’s as well. 

As the Team’s recent exploits in the US and the Middle East had proven yet again, walls had to remain up and solid; even if it meant that someone like her only had ever seen the face of one member of that group. Apart from Hillel, she didn’t even know their names. And so Chavo was ‘Chavo’, no matter how much she yearned—deep down and locked away, so she didn’t have to face that desire, except occasionally when it insisted on pushing itself to the fore—to know who he really was. What he looked like. What it would be like to hear his real voice; to sense his physical presence; just like right now she was sensing the, very much undesired, presence of Bastian approaching her.

She held out her right hand, palm facing him, meaning ‘STOP’ and pointed at the marks on the pavement indicating acceptable social distancing positions. Not that she wanted him to even come into the limit of the currently recommended range. 

He didn’t like it, because there was the briefest flash of something unpleasant flickering over his features; but that immediately changed to an apologetic smile.

“Sorry. Forgot.”

What exactly? Not calling me ‘Rache’ or staying away from me? 

He should know both. Everybody in the lab knew that her friendliness and sociability had its limits, both verbally and physically. Especially the latter. Fortunately, with still-recurring cases of yet another, potentially more lethal, variant of a peskily persistent pandemic virus popping up in unpredictable places, Quest Core Admin was still strongly recommending, though not mandating, the wearing of at least basic surgical masks everywhere, together with avoiding too-close social contact and being borderline obsessive about sanitization of just about everything for the slightest possible reason. 

With no mask mandate and though one should have expected reasonably intelligent people to use said intelligence to protect themselves—mainly because being vaccinated wasn’t necessarily a guarantee of continued health—only about half of those working here wore masks, with Rachel being one of them. 

Still, she knew that she wore a mask only partially for health reasons. She did it mainly because it covered a large part of her face; which made it much easier to hide what she was thinking or feeling and so helped to make life less stressful, even though it had given her a reputation for being a bit of a hypochondriac. Nobody had said as much to her face, but she knew damn well which of her co-workers was dying to say it. Because they weren’t wearing masks and so were easy to read.
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