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Chapter 1

 

Talya’s bare feet slipped on the wet pavement. Her legs went out from under her. Her dancer’s instincts kicked in, tried to stop the fall. Her right leg’s hamstrings overstretched. Sharp pain surged through the leg as she skidded across the rough concrete, tearing skin off her left knee. Her arms went protectively around her head; only to have a lance of pain shoot through her from an elbow hitting the pavement.

The sounds of the predators were close. She bit down on a scream of pain; rolled onto her other side; put her weight onto her left leg; attempted to rise. But her numbed right arm betrayed her. As she groped around in the darkness, her left palm hit a patch of broken glass. Small shards buried themselves in her flesh. She twisted away; her left foot struck another patch of broken glass. Despite this, she continued to drag herself along the pavement; felt the slippery film created by the blood under her tortured foot and hand. She could almost feel the small glass shards pushing deeper into her flesh. 

All in vain! The pounding steps of the gang’s heavy boots reverberated through the sidewalk.

Just over there, only a few steps away, was a road traveled by cars, where she might find help. If anybody cared enough that was. Close, yet unreachable. 

If she hadn’t twisted her ankle at the studio and decided to leave before the class was over, none of this would have happened. She was fit enough to run away from the threat posed by the monsters who had materialized out of the dark like creatures in a nightmare. But the injury had hampered her. Attempting to get to her little Toyota and drive off would have been worse than futile. So, she just ran as fast as the ankle would allow it.

Earlier, one of her pursuers had managed to grab her hair and jerk her back. She had whipped around and used what remained of some martial arts training she had done before taking up dancing to stiff-hand him in the throat and plant her knee firmly into his crotch. Despite a groan of pain, he hadn’t let her go until she smashed her forehead head into his nose, wrenched herself free and continued to run as fast as her twisted ankle would let her.

All in vain…

They were going to get her anyway. And then… 

Don’t look back! 

Anything but look back. 

But there they were… 

Finally, knowing that nothing would help her to get out of this, her fear finally broke through.

Talya screamed.

As if in response came the sound of car engine. A blinding pair of lights shone into the alley; the engine revved; the lights surged closer; tires squealed; the sound of a handbrake being pulled. The door flew open and the silhouette of a man emerged.

The footsteps of her pursuers faltered. There was a brief silence, backgrounded only by the blood pounding in Talya’s ears and the hiss and rumble of city traffic. In the man’s right hand, silhouetted by the glare, was a long, thin object that looked like a sword. He lifted it and pointed it at those behind her.

“Back!” 

The voice carried a strange timbre that momentarily distracted her attention from the pain. He advanced steadily, the weapon held at eye level in his right hand, pointing at her tormentors.

“I know you hurt,” he said as he advanced past her. “But you must to get into my car. Now!”

Talya, still transfixed by a strange power pervading the air, obeyed, almost without conscious volition. Biting back a hiss of pain she raised herself on her right leg. The car behind the lights was an unexpected promise of safety. Despite the pain in her hamstring she started limping toward the passenger side, using only the heel of her left foot to avoid driving the glass even deeper into its sole. 

Behind her she heard voices, but the words were too indistinct to make out. There was the sound of a commotion. Then, sudden silence. Talya opened the passenger door with her uninjured hand and maneuvered herself into the passenger seat.

The headlights revealed a surreal scene. Six heavily tattooed individuals stood in a half-circle around another, who had the tip of the sword blade touching his throat. On the ground to the right of the group lay a motionless body, surrounded by a spreading pool of shiny dark liquid.

 Talya heard her rescuer speaking, even though she could not make out the words. Her would-be attackers however appeared to be listening with rapt attention.

The man stopped speaking, lowered the sword and, ignoring the men that stood as if transfixed by a spell, quickly walked back toward her. 

“Close your door,” he ordered.

He leaned into the car, took a tissue from a carton on the backseat and wiped the blade with one swift movement before inserting it into a scabbard of sorts.

Talya painfully dragged her injured left foot into the car and pulled the door close. The man got into the driver’s seat and slammed his door; threw the car into gear; reversed with squealing tires to the end of the street; braked hard; waited to let some cars pass, before reversing out of the street and finally driving forward, left around the next corner, heading straight for the Royal Brisbane Hospital, whose bulk loomed just a few hundred yards at the end of the street they had turned into.

“What is your name?” he said as he drove.

His voice was strangely ordinary, even though there still was a timbre of the command tone he had used earlier.

“Natalya Steinberg. Talya.”

“What a lovely name,” he said. “Well, I’m going to take you to the emergency department and leave you there. Got a cellphone to contact family or friends?”

Cellphone? 

In Australia they were known as ‘mobiles’ or ‘mobile phones’. 

Not an Australian then. His accent hinted at the US or Canada.

Talya registered all this despite her aches and the shock that should have left her dysfunctional. 

“In my bum bag. ‘Fanny pack’ for Americans I suppose.”

It might not be the height of fashion right now, but she had always found it very handy. Hers definitely had been this time. 

“Good. Now listen carefully. I am going to tell you a story. Talya Steinberg was attacked in a dark alley by a bunch of thugs. She was rescued by a man whose face and general appearance she completely forgot the moment he left her behind in the hospital’s emergency room. She also forgot the story he told her—even that he had told her a story at all—once he said ‘end of story’. End of story.”

“Huh?” she said. “What are you on about?”

She jerked away from him when he inhaled sharply and his head snapped around to her.

“What did you say?” he grated. 

She shook her head. 

“You don’t want me to tell anyone what you look like or what you’ve done? Of course I won’t. You just saved my life. I’d do anything you ask. I just don’t understand—”

“Who are you, Talya?”

They stopped at the traffic light, beyond which lay the entrance to the hospital. Above the entry arch was an illuminated sign, pointing the way to ‘EMERGENCY’. 

“I just told you.”

As they waited for the lights to change, she saw him staring at her.

“You remember the story I just told you?”

“Of course! I’m not an idiot!”

“How old are you?”

“Why?”

“Humor me.”

“Twenty-nine. Getting too close to thirty for comfort.”

“What were you doing in that street?”

“Why?”

“Please.”

She shrugged. No reason not to tell him. He had saved her ass and exposed himself to danger, so he probably had a right to know.

“Dance classes.” 

She pointed at her leotard, visible under the thin jacket. 

“Sprained my ankle. Was going home early. Then this happened.” 

The light turned green; the car started rolling across the intersection and into the hospital grounds. 

“Promise me,” he said, so quietly that she could hardly hear him, “that you will forget my face, my voice, my appearance, everything. Put it down to shock. But please do not remember me!”

Talya nodded; bewildered, puzzled and, despite her pains, very intrigued.

“Of course.”

“Promise!”

“I said I promise.”

“Thank you.”

They pulled up outside the emergency entrance, beside a couple of ambulances parked there.

Her pains came to the fore again. 

“I will carry you inside,” he said. “Then I must go. Your parents will be worried, so make sure they are notified.”

“I’m not a child!”

His mouth twitched with what might have been a suppressed smile. He turned off the engine and reached into the back seat, from where he took a baseball cap with a long arched visor. He put it on with the visor pulled way down, so it left his face in shadow, exited the car, came around to her door and opened it. 

He wasn’t tall or obviously athletic, but he was strong and deftly maneuvered her out of the car without bumping her injured foot against anything. Her left arm lay folded across her chest, the bloody lacerated palm of her hand with the glass shards sticking out of it facing away from her. The blood seeped over the top of her leotard, with some of it getting onto his shirt. 

“I’m sorry about your car,” she whispered, when he started carrying her toward the entrance. 

She probably had seriously bloodied her seat.

“Doesn’t matter.”

The people they passed stared at them. A male orderly saw them, cast one look at her injuries and waved them on. He guided them to a side corridor, where waited an array of empty gurneys.

“Take care of her,” Talya’s rescuer told him, after he had put her down on the closest one.

It was so good lying down, despite the pain.

“What happened?” the orderly asked, as he threw a thin blanket over her. “And who are you?”

“Someone who happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

The man with no name glanced at the orderly’s tag.

“Listen to this story, Sam,” he said. “You will forget everything about me the moment I have left your sight. All that will remain is the shadow of a memory of a tall stranger, who had a broad Australian accent. End of story.”

The orderly appeared bewildered, but said nothing.

Her rescuer winked at Talya and leaned closer to her. 

“Be careful, Talya Steinberg,” he said. “You are a rare person, as you will no doubt find out soon.”

She looked from her rescuer to the orderly, who stood, as if waiting for something.

“What have you done?” she asked. “Who are you?”

He smiled crookedly. In the bright lights of the passage she finally had a moment to take in his face. It was unremarkable, except for the intense blue eyes and an undefinable something that gave his even, though not conventionally ‘attractive’, features a distinct quality. The hair was dark, thick, unruly, slightly curled and streaked with what might have been grey. 

Talya realized that again her pains were increasing.

The man placed a hand on her forehead. It felt cool and soothing.

“Be well, Talya,” he said. “When someone tells you about violent things having happened to the men that attacked you, make sure you act surprised. The police will ask questions. Tell them you were too far out of it to remember exactly what happened. Someone you don’t remember brought you here. Tall, dark and strange, with a heavy Australian accent and all that.” 

He regarded her pleadingly; clearly not used to having to ask people for favors. 

“I will.”

“Thank you.”

Without another word he turned away, strode down the hallway and around a corner that led back to the entrance. Out of her sight.

But she remembered him; every feature of his face; every word he had uttered; everything he had done. 

She remembered. 

Why shouldn’t she? 

Why even wonder why she did?

Because…

The orderly started to push the gurney down the hallway. 

As they entered the main passage, she craned her neck to look back toward the entrance, but her rescuer had gone.

And she didn’t even know his name.

 




Chapter 2


 

‘Joshua David Donovan’ was the name on his passport, though he thought of himself as ‘Cian’. Country of issue: United States. Date of birth: 15-September-1962. Place of birth: Atlanta, Ga. 

The passport and the birth certificate that supported its validity had been expensive. The certificate belonged to a boy who had died two days after his birth. The parents had been killed in a traffic accident only a week later. A family tragedy that Cian had decided to use for his own purposes. It was getting more difficult every year to obtain these kinds of documents. Skill and subterfuge had been necessary to have the death certificate for the real Joshua David Donovan wiped from the online and other electronic databases. The same applied any known references to the death of the child and the parents in news or other media. Of course the expungement could never be complete, but it would take deep, directed searches to reveal that Joshua David Donovan should not exist.

With the technological developments of the last few decades, it did not just require artful high-tech passport forgers practicing their craft, or of finding and destroying physical records in municipal, state and federal filing systems. Instead it was essential to engage the right hackers from the dark web to tweak everything that wasn’t hard copy and adjust databases to be just-so and completely consistent. One could only fool the system if one kept up with the times; essential for Cian, who had excellent reasons to change identities and places of residence on a regular basis.

Cian had decided on the trip to Australia because he had not been there for almost thirty years. It was time to scope out whether the country was suitable for an extended spell of hiding without having to move. He had landed in Sydney and decided on a road trip to see what he would find. During his journey he had finally made it to Brisbane, the capital city of the north-eastern state of Queensland. 

He wasn’t sure what he had expected to find here. Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. He had learned the hard way that expectations limited one’s ability to perceive what was really there. That was a dangerous thing, especially for a man like himself. He had centuries’ worth of preconceptions, all battling with each other for supremacy; all inadequate to the demands of his risky existence.

Openness was the key; seeing the signs of impending threats; noticing what was amiss and what was in surfeit; never letting one’s guard down, because that’s when bad things happened.

Cian had been returning from a trip to the coast north of Brisbane and on his way to his hotel in the CBD, when a sudden prompting made him ignore instruction from his iPhone’s Maps app and take a sudden detour. The female voice promptly suggested a course correction, which he also ignored; mainly because a sudden sense of wrongness made him almost double over the wheel with nausea. 

He hadn’t had this kind of feeling for decades, which meant that it was significant. The last time he’d had it, it had signaled an ambush, which he had avoided only because he had listened to it.

So, what was it this time?

Stopped at a traffic light, he closed Maps, then let the stream of the traffic around him push him along. He knew he was lost, but it didn’t matter. Sometimes yielding to the flow was the best way to get to where you had to. 

Just before the next traffic light, a small side-street beckoned to his left. He indicated, braked and turned into it. In the headlights he saw the men—and the woman crawling along the pavement desperately trying to find safety.

Whatever guided him through life had unerringly sent him to the right place. He was needed here and now. 

Cian reached over to the floor area behind the passenger seat, felt the handle of the katana, the only weapon he could carry in the car without the police coming down on him like a ton of bricks. Unlike in most states of the US, in Australia you couldn’t own—even less carry or have in your car!—a gun without a permit. But a razor-sharp sword was just fine. The cops might ask questions about its presence, but he had a valid explanation. If they chose to verify his claims, they would find that he was a 4th Dan in a respectable Japanese sword school, and that having it in the car was safer than leaving it in, say, a hotel room. 

The blade came out smoothly at the same time as he opened the door and stepped out. 

The woman lay on the ground, looking up at him in bewilderment.

“I know you hurt,” he said. “But you need to get into the car. Now!”

Knowing that she would comply, no matter the pain, he kept walking; placing himself between her and the eight large-bodied, heavily tattooed gang members. He raised the sword and pointed it at them. It disconcerted them, as he knew it would. Guns or knives were to be expected and considered cool. A katana was a different matter and triggered at least a momentary bout of cognitive dissonance. 

Long enough…

“Back!” he ordered them as he continued his advance, realizing with a sick feeling of inevitability that these men would have to die. 

He saw it in their eyes. They had done unspeakably horrible things and always gotten away with it. 

How many victims had they left behind? 

How many terrified souls, just like the woman behind him?

With unerring judgment, honed over centuries of dealing with people, aided by the same sense that had brought him to this place, he isolated the leader of the group and headed straight for him.

“Hey, fuckface,” the man started. “Get outa the road or we’ll fuck you over.”

He was heavily built with a neck wider than his head. Clearly defined bulging muscles exposed by the tight sleeveless black shirt were covered by tattoos, including that of a garishly colored dragon head. The man’s hair was cut to something resembling that of a Marine. The nose had been broken at least once; the mouth was permanently twisted from a cut that went from the right side of the mouth in a slant about four inches up the cheek.

Another man came at Cian from his right. With a life of its own the katana whipped up. The sharp tip sliced through the man’s throat. He stopped like he’d run into a wall, grabbed his neck with both hands; collapsed; lay there trying to breathe with a sick rasping sound.

A Glock pistol appeared in the leader’s right hand. Before he had lined it up, Cian had closed the distance between them. The hand holding the gun went limp as the sword’s tip sliced through tendons. The gun clattered to the ground. Before the others had a chance to gather their wits, Cian was beside the leader, the katana’s edge against his throat. 

From his position, he saw that the woman had made it to his car and was attempting to get into the passenger seat. It must have hurt to walk on lacerated feet like that. But he had known that she was tough from the brief glance at her earlier. 

“Don’t move!” he hissed, adding a ring of command to his voice.

The uninjured gang members stared at him stupidly. He regarded them without mercy or compassion. If they lived, the woman would end up going through hell, because that was how the system worked. Even if he made them forget what they had done and effectively released them back into the world, they still would be out there, inflicting themselves on yet more innocents. Cian knew incorrigible brutality when he saw it. 

“I am going to tell you a story,” he said. 

He brought his mouth closer to the ear of the man in front of him. His nostrils caught the reek of unwashed body mingling with the unmistakable stench of the sweat of cruelty and arousal through anticipated satiation of one’s urges.

“What do you guys call yourselves?” he whispered.

“Fire Dragons!” the man spat, his voice pained, but his face defiant despite his injury.

That explained the red tattoos of the dragon head on their biceps.

Cian raised his voice. “Once there was a gang calling themselves the Fire Dragons. This evening they waylaid a young woman in a dark alley. The young woman managed to get away, because a stranger came and helped her. 

“There was nothing they could do to stop him. About two minutes after the stranger and the young woman had driven off, the Fire Dragons retreated into the alley and the darkness. The only ones who did not follow were those who, in their deepest heart of hearts, really had not wanted to violate the woman. 

“The others went. They fought with each other until they were all dead. The last remaining alive killed himself. The Fire Dragons who did not participate in the fighting completely forgot what had happened, from the moment that the stranger’s car entered the alley. They left Brisbane forever, to travel the country like strangers, never knowing why they had to travel and what drove them on. Until the day they died they never again deliberately injured any other human being. End of story.”

He saw that he had them; took the sword from the gang leader’s throat and, without looking back, returned to the car, cleaned the katana, told the woman to close the door and drove off.

When he attempted to give her the story treatment he found himself thwarted. 

Talya Steinberg apparently could not be influenced. Indeed, she got angry at him over what she quite rightly considered weird behavior. Meaning that he ended up having to plead with her to play along with his wishes. She had even watched him story-tell the orderly, which must have freaked her out; though she hadn’t shown anything but curiosity. All that despite the pain she must have been in.

The experience brought back ancient memories; or at least what was left of them after centuries of living. 

 

•••

 

He had been on the verge of manhood, which in those days meant somewhere past the middle of puberty. Not that he really knew exactly how old he’d been; orphaned early in life, but somehow miraculously survived to become a stout youth. The details had by now been blurred by a dense fog of other memories, which in turn had been overlaid by yet others, so that in the end what remained were dim, fuzzy flakes of memory that might or might not have any relation to reality. Except for this one.

 He had been what nowadays might be called a ‘street kid’, living on the fringes of society, with thievery and fighting occupying a significant part of his time. Everything changed when one day he had prevented a threesome of thugs, all of them older and stronger than himself, from raping and possibly killing a woman; a striking parallel to what had happened only a short time ago in a dark Brisbane alley.

It had been easy to sneak up behind them, since their focus had been on afflicting their disgusting attention on their victim. He stabbed one in the back and the other in the groin. The third one took to his heels and ran.

Cian turned to the woman. She might have been about Talya’s age. Her clothes had been ripped to shreds, exposing a sleek body with full, firm breasts.

Cian had never lain with a woman, but the violence of the encounter still lingered. The metallic scent of blood pervaded the air. Everything combined to arouse in him urges and feelings that scared him; so much that he forced himself to turn away from her. If he didn’t leave right now, who knew what he might do? 

The raw, primal lust rising inside him… 

Was he so different from the men he had just killed? 

Did he not crave to have the woman himself? 

To take her and…

He started for the exit of the alley, when her voice called out to him.

“Stay!”

He tried to continue, but found himself unable to.

“Please!” 

Her voice was a siren song, compelling obedience. He turned back to face her. She had risen; stood before him, holding up her tattered garments to partially cover herself, but unable to hide the swell of her breasts, the smooth curves of her thighs; and between them a hint of a taunting darkness…

“Come with me,” she said, stepping closer. “Stay with me. For tonight. Then I must be away.”

She regarded him from unfathomable dark-green eyes.

“Let us find an inn,” she murmured, “where we may know each other.”

Cian, too stunned to speak, continued to stare at her. 

She issued a tinkling laugh.

“Do not concern yourself. I have coin. But now, help me cover myself properly. You may feast your eyes on me, but the rest of the world may not.”

Cian, unable to resist her command, obeyed mutely. Every time they touched he felt he couldn’t breathe. His heart felt like exploding in his chest. The ache in his crotch was building into agony. By the time she was passably covered, his thoughts and emotions were a raging cauldron of desire and lust, screaming for release. 

They found an inn, where she secured a room from the keep; who asked no questions, but seemed to be just as much under her spell as Cian himself.

The night with her remained the one memory that would never be erased. She wrapped herself around his soul in the same way as her legs closed around him to accept his clumsy animal thrusts and him emptying himself into her. 

After the animal had exhausted itself, she spent the remainder of that night turning him from a sex-crazed boy into a man who knew how to give pleasure and take her to places where she herself lost control; moaned and screamed as she twisted and spasmed under his ministrations.

When morning finally came, she lay on top of him, her luscious black hair covering their upper torsos; kissed him demandingly and deeply one last time. Again he had felt being enveloped in her, in body and soul. There came to him words unspoken, yet clear as if they had been whispered into his ear.

“You are the one. Of all men in the world, I choose you. Part of me is yours forever now.”

Once more she took him, and though he thought that he could not possibly have anything left to pour into her, this last time was the most intense. The feeling of her body heaving above him in their frenzied final ecstatic joining burned itself into his memory like a brand onto the hide of a cow. 

Her last words, before he went into a deep sleep…

“One day, our search will end.”

She probably had made him sleep. But who could know? When he awoke, hours later, she was gone. All that was left were memories. As he looked at the rumpled bed, a few dark hairs—some long and straight, others short and curled—he felt an overwhelming sense of loss. 

He never saw her again, even though he had spent most of his early years searching. Where she had gone and what had happened to her, and maybe even if she had been a living creature at all and not some incarnate angel… How would he ever know?

Eventually he had given up asking the question. Maybe she had been a witch. The church said that some women were. The people believed it, too. Young Cian wasn’t so sure, but one didn’t dispute the words of the clergy. Only trouble could come from that.

 

•••

 

The Cian of the year 2024 did not believe in the kinds of witches that were associated with the devil. Still, life was full of mysteries, and Talya Steinberg was one he definitely hadn’t seen coming.

Who was this woman? She was impervious to the thrall of his stories; something that had no precedent in his experience.

Despite his curiosity and a sense that he had no choice but to investigate her appearance in his life, Cian also wondered if it would be better to keep his distance. There were good reasons why Talya would be safer if she did not suspect that his being in the right place at the right time to save her had been anything but coincidence. Otherwise her life would be turned upside down long before she was ready to face…

What?

Cian had decided that not elaborating on his apparent oddity—or, even worse, trying to fabricate an explanation—had been the best path. Let her think of him as just a little weird. She’d forget about it eventually. Besides, she almost certainly owed him her life. He had the feeling that she had enough depth of character to understand that part of what she owed him was respect for his privacy. 

She was tougher than one might expect of one like her. She had been through a terrifying experience, had been in considerable pain with the glass in her palms and the soles of her feet, and was bruised all over. 

Most people would have been in semi-catatonic post-traumatic withdrawal from reality. Not so Talya Steinberg, who had sassed him and deflected the power that made him unique like it didn’t exist. 

Remarkable indeed…

Cian started back for the hotel, but then changed his mind. The car reeked of and was stained with blood! He couldn’t just leave it in the hotel’s car park.

Just as well the car wasn’t a rental. Cian had bought it, paying cash, from a dealer in Sydney who didn’t ask the wrong questions. He had used a driver’s license with a false name and fictitious registration information. The address was correct, but the post office had a redirection order for mail to a person of his invented name at that address and would forward it to a post box, where it could stay until he decided to pick it up. Or not. It was unlikely that in six months he would still have the car or even be in Australia. Getting the identifications necessary to convince the post office that he indeed lived at the address indicated had been simple. A faked online bank statement, Medicare card and the driver’s license were sufficient. 

So, how to get rid of the car? 

Most larger cities provided solutions to such problems. One just had to leave the vehicle some place where it was certain to be stripped bare within hours. Since Cian had already removed the vehicle identification plate under the hood, he only had to follow that up with getting rid of the license plate. 

Having the car stolen would be just as good as having it picked to pieces by vehicle vultures. But first he had to remove all traces of Talya’s and his own DNA. For that, too, he was prepared. In the trunk was a large bottle of bleach, next to a canister of gasoline, just in case he found it necessary to burn the car. In this instance however the bleach would do just fine. As long as nothing led back to him. His existence, no matter how much he had attempted to keep a low profile, had left spoors, which certain interested parties had already picked up. After what had just happened here, alarms would go off all over the place. He should put some distance between himself and Brisbane, while he attempted to figure out what was special about Talya Steinberg.

Reluctantly, Cian admitted to himself that for the time being he couldn’t leave Australia. But he would have to find himself a safe, quiet place to hide. Not too far away, because he needed to be able to help her if needed. But he had to do what he could to avoid the urban CCTV jungle. Being recorded was dangerous. Data matching by government organizations at all levels was becoming the bane of his existence. Also, the hackers in the employ of his enemies were very capable of breaking into even the most secure official databases, and probably had access to supposedly secure AI servers.

 




Chapter 3


 

By the time mum and dad arrived in a state of near-panic, Talya was out of the ER and in a bed; in a room shared with three other women, all of them battered and bruised, though Talya had no idea how and why. One of them had her head wrapped in so many bandages that you could hardly see her face. The swollen eyes peering from the slits left for them were red as blood. From an IV a clear liquid dripped into one of her arms.

Another woman had her hands wrapped up like some caricature of a boxer and a breathing tube shoved into her mouth. Her eyes were closed and to all appearances she might have been dead, had it not been for the wiggly line on the monitor hooked up to her as well.

Nina Steinberg had the good grace not to launch into a stream of admonitions, even though Talya knew that it was killing her. Dad just held her hand and, as usual, was quiet. That was his way. He was brought up learning to hide the intensity of his feelings. It was a family tradition when he had grown up; a way of coping with the horrors of the legacies of Auschwitz and Bełżec, where so many of his ancestors had been murdered. Still, dad’s emotions ran deep. Talya knew it by the way he convulsively squeezed her hand every now and then, while mum just tried to make whispered small-talk to fill the silence. 

Mum hated silence, convinced that when people were gathered together it was almost compulsory to create or continue maintaining social bonds through talking; something Talya preferred to think of as meaningless chit-chat. She knew that because of this attitude of hers she had some social issues that others of her peer-group did not appear to have. 

Bite me!

Police had come and gone, taken her statement, asked a lot of questions, some of which appeared to probe into the veracity of what she was telling them. 

“We may have to talk to you again,” the interviewing plainclothes officer had told her.

Turning to her mother…

“We’ll call you and let you know.”

As if she wasn’t there. She hated it when people did that. Here she was: almost thirty; gainfully employed, though on contract; living away from home unlike many others of her generation, who were saving money by bunking with their parents when they should be sucking it up and doing something with their lives. Any damn thing. 

This cop, however, when he looked at Talya saw someone who appeared to be twenty and therefore assumed that she was. If he’d had a brain he would have realized that her birth date, which had been on her driver’s license, kind of gave away her real age.

Idiot! 

The woman cop beside him appeared to be more ornament and the token female officer present at an interview. She gave Talya a sympathetic look, making her bite down on the sarcastic comment she’d been about to make. Never mind pride. Guys like this aging self-important macho dimwit dinosaur wouldn’t learn. Too far beyond use-by date. Too arrogant. Too sclerotic. Frozen in space and time and everywhere else. 

Talya wondered what else the cops needed to know to track down the bastards who had chased after her. She had told them everything she could. 

No, you haven’t!

She closed her eyes and leaned back against the cushion.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?”

“I’m fine, mum,” she said without opening her eyes. “Just tired.”

Complete lie! The drugs they had given her should have knocked her for six, but they hadn’t. Her mind was far too active, trying to recall and imprint in her memory everything that had happened and had led to her being here. Not so much the stuff about the freaks that had waylaid her, but about the man with the sword; who told weird stories and seemed to expect people to believe them.

Talya opened her eyes.

“Dad?” 

“What is it?”

“Could you get me an A4 sketchpad, pencils and an eraser?”

“Now? You know what time it is?”

“They’re in my car.”

“Your car?”

“I drove there today. It’s still at the dance school.”

“Your hand—” her mother started.

“My right hand is fine.” 

Talya held it up and looked pleadingly at her father. 

“Please, dad. I need something to do to get my mind off this.”

Next to dancing, drawing and painting were Talya’s other loves. Another reason why her buddies, such as there were, considered her just a little odd. Everybody was armed with phone cameras and took snaps like the world was going to end tomorrow, but whip out a B5 drawing pad and a pencil—or two or three—and people looked at you like you were some pretentious showoff. In fact drawing, painting, digital art and everything in that area was Talya’s passion. When she was bored, she was happiest getting out her pad, sitting off to one side and sketching whatever entered her mind. That happened a lot at social occasions when the talk turned, as it usually did under the influence of an excess of intoxicants, to topics that made her want to scream at them all to get a life and stop wasting their miserable lives with this shit.

Photos, especially of the snapshot kind, only caught what was real and present superficially, even though in very rare cases she had seen photos that achieved much more. With her pencil on the other hand she could capture the essence of what she saw but what wasn’t necessarily visible to the unseeing eye. 

She had a talent and she knew it. 

Once upon a time she had been incautious enough to let that talent be visible for everybody to see and inevitably comment on. This had led to endless, almost always unasked-for, advice about using it to have a career. She had heard that so often that by now it had become verbal background noise, which she simply tuned out. No way was she going to let her talent become corrupted by commercializing it; be it by making it professional or even trying to sell her work and officially become an ‘artist’. Something very precious would be forever lost. She wasn’t going to let that happen.

On the other hand, she had been wondering if she might one day decide to become a forensic artist. That would make use of her talent, but it would be for a purpose. The part-time courses she was taking at university were designed to help her to get there. If that’s really where she wanted to go with her life. Time only would tell.

Just how good she was nobody but herself truly knew. Her best work she had never shown to anyone. Maybe never would. It was hidden in a locked portfolio case in one of the drawers under her bed. Safer there than it would have been in the apartment she shared with two other young women.

Talya’s thoughts veered back to the alley. 

More secrets…

Should have continued my jujitsu classes. 

If she had, instead of focusing her attention on her dancing, she might just have come out of this with fewer aches and pains.

She thought back to the man and his sword. That thing had been real; probably very sharp and wielded with a confidence attesting to long experience. But who would drive around with a weapon like this in easy reach on the floor in front of the backseat. 

He had been prepared for something like this. 

Dad rose. “Where’s your car key?”

“In the drawer.” 

The hospital staff had put it there when they had stripped off her clothes and emptied out the pockets of her denim shorts.

When dad had left the room, mum went over to Talya’s bed, sat down on it and took her hand.

“I’m just going to nod off a bit,” Talya said.

“Of course. You just rest.”

Talya closed her eyes again, shutting out the world, and focusing on remembering her rescuer’s face. She never wanted to forget it. That’s why she needed the sketchpad; so she could draw him from all angles, some that she remembered and others she would have to fill in from her imagination. 

Why had he been there at in the moment of her greatest peril? Romantic notions of ‘fate’ and hidden meanings mingled with skepticism about such matters. 

The only other explanation was ‘coincidence’, but that felt like stretching it as well. Nobody, unless he lived in that street, had a reason to drive through there. It angled back to the same road they had taken after turning left at the traffic light. A sign at the intersection read ‘Local Traffic Only’.

So, no good reason for him to be there. Yet he had been, in her moment of greatest need. He also had—here Talya’s thoughts veered away from the facts, but then returned to them because they had to—probably killed one of those men. The body on the ground had looked lifeless, with the blood pooling underneath him.

Her rescuer’s face…

I have to remember his face.

 




Chapter 4


 

“What a fucking mess!”

Senior Sergeant Thomas Doolan surveyed the carnage before him. The lights put here by the Crime Scene Unit shone their harsh glare on the still-uncovered bodies, lying in dark pools of drying blood. The reek of blood, urine, feces and death lay heavily in the still, sultry night air.

“You can say that again,” the CSU team-lead muttered and shook his head. 

He wore a breathing mask, but Doolan didn’t think it would keep out the stink. Still, John should be used to this kind of stuff. 

Doolan knew he never would. 

Plus this here was a new kind of ‘horrific’. Brisbane had not seen a massacre like it. In fact, Australia had not seen its like since Port Arthur; except that there a guy ran around mowing innocent people down with a Colt AR-15 and an L1A1. Nothing like this, where the deaths apparently did not involve an external agency and the victims clearly were members of some gang.

The media were going to have a field day with this. It would completely displace election politics and the current series of rather ominous earthquakes along the Circum-Pacific Belt from the news. Already, far above, like vultures attracted by a mysterious instinct, two TV-station helicopters approached from across the other side of city. Telephoto lenses would be peering down at the crime scene to let reporters and the stations’ sensation-hungry audiences get their gruesome fill.

“I want a complete cover over this!” Doolan snapped, pointing at the helicopters. “An impenetrable perimeter, too. Only forensics and my squad allowed in.”

“Everybody’s working as fast as they can,” John said.

They were, but the crime scene was extensive, making it almost impossible to cover it without somebody trampling across potentially significant evidence. The forensics guys taking pictures and bagging the weapons would scream bloody murder.

“Not fast enough,” Doolan said, knowing he was being irritable, but unable to help it. 

Shortly, some inspector would be here; Nixon probably, a political climber, whose main ambition was to move up the ranks, with Police Commissioner firmly in his sights. This case could make or break his advancement up the ladder. 

Doolan could almost see the headlines in the local rag. 

 

GANG MASSACRE! 

 

To be followed by hints that the police might not be up to solving this crime, and maybe even less able to prevent this kind of shit from happening again. Both issues were potential political dynamite right now. A quick resolution on the other hand—all the whys and wherefores resolved, T’s crossed and I’s dotted—could be a real career booster for the right people; especially David Nixon.

A member of John’s team came up to them.

“What have you got?” John asked.

The man, whose name Doolan had forgotten, briefly glanced at the detective.

“Informally only.”

“Sure,” Doolan said. “Give me anything I can use.”

The man indicated two of his team, still busy with the bodies and scene. A few moments ago, Doolan had seen them engaged in a brief discussion.

“No doubt they killed each other. Except for one of them. The way he leans against that wall—” the man pointed at dilapidated nearby building, against which sat, half propped-up, one of the victims “—it looks like he sat down like we see him and battered his own head against that wall until his skull busted open. No other wounds. Unless somebody had him by the throat and bashed him against that wall. No marks on the throat though. So…”

The man shrugged.

“He killed himself?” John asked.

“That’s what it looks like.”

“And the others?”

“Stabbed. Looks like an out of control free for all.”

“Drugs?” Doolan asked.

The man shrugged. 

“We’ll need to wait for toxicology.”

“Yeah, well, I want that like yesterday!” Doolan snapped. 

“We know,” John said. “On it like fleas on a dog.”

“Who reported the crime?”

“A unit dispatched to investigate a scene where an assault on a female was reported. The attending officers found the body of a man with a slashed throat. They called it in and expanded their search further. And found this.”

“Who reported the assault on the woman?”

“Royal Brisbane. After they admitted her.”

“Where is she?”

“Still there.”

“She been interviewed?”

“Not in connection with this.”

A Constable came up behind Doolan. 

“Sir?”

“What?”

“A man attempted to enter the street in a vehicle. Claims he came to get stuff from his daughter’s car, which is parked in front of the dance school at number fifteen.”

“Is there such a vehicle?”

“Yes, Sir. He had a key. It belongs to the woman who was assaulted.”

“Where’s the father?”

“Still being questioned.”

Doolan nodded at John. 

“Let’s get this shit sorted and try to figure out why they went at each other.”

“I hear you.”

“I’m going to talk to the father.”

 

 




Chapter 5


 

Dad returned with two policemen in tow. One was a somewhat overweight plainclothes officer, who introduced himself as Senior Sergeant Doolan. The other—a uniformed younger cop wearing a peaked Queensland Police uniform cap and whose short-sleeved shirt not only revealed that he worked out but also displayed a number of tattoos—stationed himself at the door, sticking out the hip on which he wore his service pistol. Showing it off to the chick in the bed. 

Look at me! I got a gun!

Yeah, well, I know somebody who's got a sword, and I bet it’s bigger than yours!

Whoa! Where had that come from?

A few moments later, two orderlies entered. They wheeled Talya’s bed into a room of her own. Again, the uniform positioned himself at the door, silent and apparently unblinking. 

Talya wondered if she should give voice to her suspicion that he maybe he wasn’t human at all. Just pretended to be. 

Maybe he was a robot. Early experimental model; still in need of serious improvement. Despite being tempted, she decided to remain silent.

Sergeant Doolan made her repeat the whole story she had already told the other cops. Dad sat off to one side, watching her with an anxious mien; saying nothing, but obviously bursting to tell her something that he couldn’t because the cops were here. Mum noticed it, too, of course; but Doolan’s questioning, which he took down on a portable voice recorder after asking Talya’s permission to do so, didn’t leave any space for interruptions. 

After he was done with the main event, he paused.

“Would you be able to give a police artist a description of the man who helped you?”

Sure, I could, but it won’t be what I saw.

She sensed that something wasn’t right. Maybe it was because of the way he’d asked his questions, which had been subtly differently slanted from those in the first interview. He seemed to be focused more on her rescuer than on her assault.

She closed her eyes briefly; saw her rescuer’s face again, clear and crisp. She would be able to draw it like he were sitting beside her. She knew that now. She would draw him when the cops were gone and she finally had a pad and a pen. She had to draw him, if only because with time her memory would change, and she never wanted to forget his face. They were connected in some manner. It was important that she remembered him exactly as he was. 

The cops clearly wanted him, for whatever reason. But she was going to keep her promise. In fact, even if she hadn’t promised anything, she still wouldn’t help them.

“Why are you asking me all these questions?” she said.

“They are necessary for our investigations.”

“Into what? The freaks that assaulted me? How about finding them, rather than the guy who saved me from being raped and maybe killed. What about that, huh?”

Doolan regarded her thoughtfully. She had the impression that he was having an internal debate with himself, before finally coming to a decision.

“We have already located them,” he told her.

“Nice work! Then why all these questions?”

“All these men are dead.”

“What?!”

Why did I know this already?

Because she had, thought she even knew why they were dead.

“We found their bodies not far from where you allege they assaulted you.”

“Didn’t allege anything. They attacked me!”

Anything to distract Doolan’s attention from Cian…

“That remains—”

“To be determined?” she snapped. “Seriously?”

She held up her bandaged hand. 

“You have eyes, yes? See my face? Want to have a look at my feet? My bruises? Here!” 

She started to lift the blanket covering her.

“Talya!” her father said sharply.

“What? Maybe we should call in a nurse to take off the bandages, so this guy can see the injuries! Maybe he’ll stop going on about ‘allegations’ and focuses on what matters.”

“A mass murder is considerably more—”

“More significant than an assault by a bunch of crazies on me? An assault I survived only because someone was there to help me.”

“That is yet to be determined,” Doolan said. “These men are dead because someone murdered them.”

Doolan’s face told her that he wasn’t even close to telling her the truth right now.

“That’s a lie,” she said, glaring at the detective.

There was a brief pause before he nodded slowly.

“And how would you know that?”

“I’m good at detecting lies,” Talya said. “Want me to talk to you about your tells? Starting with flickering eyelids while trying to stare me down and convince me you’re telling the truth? Or maybe just doing your best to bully me? 

“Epic fail, officer. You’re lying. At the very least prevaricating. I suppose you know what that means?” 

“I’m not here to—”

“How did they die?” she interrupted him. “The truth, just for a change.”

“The circumstances are under investigation.”

“Ha! So they weren’t murdered! But you do know how they died.”

“Until our investigations are complete—”

“Give me a fucking break!” she snapped. “This is going to be all over the news first thing tomorrow morning! Everybody else is going to ask exactly the same questions. I bet you won’t give them that kind of answer! And I’m going to be proven right about you lying to me. Rest assured that social media are going to have a field day with this. I’m sure the ABC’s 7:30 or some commercial trash like Current Affair would just love hearing about an assault victim being bullied by the cops.”

Doolan considered her for a few heartbeats.

“All right,” he finally said. “It appears there was a…brawl. Possibly not long after you’d been taken away by your mysterious rescuer.”

“A brawl?” Talya's father echoed.

Doolan turned to him and nodded.

“So, when they failed to rape me or whatever, they started to fight with each other?” Talya said.

“The investigation—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Talya said.

“Listen, Talya,” Sergeant Doolan started.

“ ‘Miss Steinberg’ to you!” she snapped.

Doolan stiffened.

“In case you noticed, we’re not on a first-name basis,” she said snippily.

”Talya—” her mother started.

“No, mum!” Talya said firmly. “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. He’s been treating me like an idiot ever since he started questioning me.”

She rounded on Doolan.

“Leave me alone. And FYI, the next time you got questions I insist that there’s a female officer present. Preferably someone who is less arrogant than you or the bunch of bully cops who’ve interviewed me before. I suggest you come back when you’ve had some sensitivity training. Unless you want to arrest me or something.”

“Did you have to tell her all this?” dad said to Doolan. 

“Dad! I can speak for myself. And I can handle this. What pisses me off is someone overbearing cop treating me like an imbecile. What pisses me off even more, is that nobody seems to give a shit about what happened to me! All they seem to want is the guy to whom I owe my life. Not that he would have had anything to do with this…”

But he does!

Screw it!

“I mean, how could he?” she continued. “He brought me here. What do you think he did? Go back and tell them to have a brawl? Gimme a break, for f…” 

She bit down on the expletive, leaned back against the cushion and closed her eyes; left them closed until she was sure the cops had left. 

She opened them again and looked at her parents, who were staring at her like they’d never seen her before.

“What—” Nina Steinberg started.

“I’m tired,” Talya said. “I’m sore. I still haven’t got a pad and pen. Look, I love you. You know that. But I just want to be left alone.”

Dad rose and came over and pecked her on the cheek. 

“We’ll wait outside. You need us, let us know.”

He took mum’s hand. She looked reluctant, but he made soothing noises.

“I’m all right,” Talya said. “Really. Thanks for being around. Thanks for loving me.”

When they had gone, she felt like a piece of shit. But she needed some serious alone time. Since she didn’t have that pad she just lay back and ran through everything again. Especially through all those scenes that allowed her to recall his face, mannerisms and the way he talked. She’d draw him as soon as she could.

She wondered where he was at this moment…

…and that very instant realized that she already knew. 

Her eyes snapped open.

Somewhere on the other side of the river. 

Moving. Coming closer.

 




Chapter 6


 

 Cian left the car, with his prints wiped off any surfaces he might have touched, in a dingy side-street of a seedy southern Brisbane suburb. He had selected the location by driving through it and quickly checking who was around and who wasn’t. This here was your classic low socio-economic suburb, loud noise from too many pubs, bored skulking mostly teen males and females, souped-up boy-racer cars, houses in serious need of repair; a place with a near guarantee to have the car stolen or stripped down to its components. It was an Australian manufactured General Motors vehicle, built before the days when all car manufacture in this country had shut down. As such its parts were immensely salable. Lots of people around here would know someone who’d pay enough to make them happy and keep them in drink and other drugs for days to come. 

Cian held his breath as he poured the bleach over the front seats, the dashboard and anything else that might have traces of his DNA; then slammed the door. The number plates were held in place by clips—another of his just-in-case modifications—so he just pulled them off and stuck them into the sword carrier bag before he hoofed it out of the area. At an intersection with a busy traffic flow he hailed a passing cab which took him back to the CBD. He got out at a safe distance from his hotel and continued on foot with the sword carrier slung over his shoulder.

He notified the hotel reception that he was checking out the following morning and went up to his room to pack. Not that there was a lot of it. He had learned to travel light, even though he had to travel with something; otherwise airport security tended to get suspicious. But a small suitcase and the sword carrier were quite sufficient. Australia still allowed the importation and transportation of weapons of this kind; even on planes and especially if there was a good explanation to support his possession of the item and the weapon was checked in. If there ever were questions, the officials asking them were told a suitable story.

Cian spent the rest of his time before going to bed cleaning the sword and listening to the news. Surely there had to be something. The number of corpses he had created could hardly be concealed. The cops would be spinning this the best way they could, but this was serious shit hitting a very big fan.

Local TV, however, did not report anything; possibly because it was getting too late for news programs. Online news also showed no evidence of the deaths having come to media attention so far. 

Cian carefully and diligently cleaned his sword, making sure that no traces of blood were left on the blade and returned it to the carry bag. 

He went to bed, but, as so often, sleep failed to come. However, what kept it at bay were not men he had killed but Talya Steinberg. 

He knew where she was, of course. After all, he had taken her there. But there was more. He realized that he had a definite sense of her distance from him.

More than just intellectual knowledge?

He stood, closed his eyes, spun around a few times to disorient himself, then slowly turned until his outstretched arm pointed at where he thought she would be. He verified his physical orientation using the Maps app on his phone.

Perfect alignment!

Fascinating. He could follow that directional sense to guide him and end up right where she was, no matter how many obstacles and detours might be placed in his path.

Don’t do this!

The warning voice in his head was crisp, clear and urgent. He would do well to heed its counsel, for if he followed the urge that had grown in his mind, he would surely endanger both of them. 

But a moment’s reasoning, which was probably just self-serving rationalization, convinced him that the danger to her might be even greater if he did not warn her of what might be heading her way. He hadn’t done it in the car, because she already had been under far too much stress. But now…

Besides, what if she, too, was experiencing similar feelings of connection between them? Because that’s what it was, and never mind that right now he didn’t have any explanations for how it worked.

How would Talya manage her feelings? 

Might she not need to tell someone, just to get it out of her system? 

Friends or family, they all would pressure her for details about what had happened. 

How could she resist it?

Cian rose, dressed, put a few items he thought he might need into his pockets and left the hotel. As a cab took him to the hospital, the sensation of Talya’s presence intensified to something far more potent than what he had experienced when he had first met her.

The cab dropped him at the main entrance. It was well past visiting hours, but the story Cian told the security guard at the other end of the intercom had him buzzed in immediately.

 Soon after, Cian sat down on a bench in the waiting room outside the now-locked ward beside Talya’s parents and told them a story that prompted them to leave without demur. 

 When they were gone he pressed a call button and gave the nurse responding a quick story that had her unlock the door so he could enter. The sense of Talya’s presence was powerful and immediate, almost as if she were standing right next to him. He told the three women at the nurses’ station another tale, which resulted in them assuring him that he was welcome to stay for as long as he needed to. 

Cian peered into Talya’s room through the open door. The light was still on. She was sitting on her bed, propped up by the adjustable mattress, regarding him without surprise.

“I knew you’d come.”

 


OEBPS/images/EMORTAL_S_QUEST_eBook_COVER_v2_2.jpeg
EMORTAL'S

—

=P
Sl Thgl :
s

s —
e

THE ARTIST AND THE STORYTELLER
BOOK ONE

Till Noever





OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





