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PROLOGUE


Our story begins in a time of unrest and a general uncertainty about whether the future will become a secure existence or not.


The tale commences in Paris, in the present, past, or future, depending on when and by whom the story is being read.


Everything narrated is fictional fiction and nothing else. Information and details of various kinds included in the narrative should not be regarded as objective accurate facts, even though the truth sometimes can be very close. If any reader should recognize themselves in any of the characters and feel singled out, this is in such case nothing other than a purely coincidental and unfortunate circumstance.


It should be mentioned that the story from time to time may be perceived as somewhat offensive due to the language used occasionally being both coarse and unrefined. Opinions and thoughts expressed by the various fictional characters of the narrative may be perceived negatively and offensively by sensitive readers who think and feel quite differently.


Finally, it should be added that readers who appreciate being challenged to ponder and reflect on what is important in life will probably appreciate and derive great benefit from our little story.


Happy reading!


Frank Mills & Ruby









CHAPTER 1: RUBY


“White moon against the,


Azure blue sky is simply,


a Breathtaking picture.”


Ruby hears someone moving inside the darkened apartment, someone moving almost completely soundlessly. Probably a burglar, she thinks, a professional. After a few minutes, she hears how the intruder, with a faint, almost inaudible creak, pulls out the top drawer in the hallway and tentatively begins to search through its contents, probably in search of something valuable. Ruby hears how the intruder systematically and cautiously, and it seems very carefully, inspects every little item in the dresser drawer. A faint buzzing suddenly interrupts the searching, and Ruby realizes that the person probably isn’t as skilled as she initially thought – the klutz must have received a message on their phone but missed putting it on silent mode. It’s completely quiet for about a minute, then she hears that the intruder has started moving again, slowly shifting with stealthy, slow steps towards the study where she is located. The intruder silently enters the study but doesn’t notice her. She does her utmost to remain completely silent and stay unnoticed. She feels her fear slowly but surely and inevitably transforming into pure panic. She experiences an almost uncontrollable need to let out her terror with a scream. The intruder directs the sharp and precise light from her headlamp toward the bookshelf while gently running her index finger over the different book titles. Ruby can now discern from the outline and the intruder’s build that the person is a masked woman with her hair tied up in a large bun on her head.


The woman has a small, sleek submachine gun strapped across her back, probably of Israeli origin, she thinks. Yes, this must indeed be a seasoned professional, she silently contemplates, realizing with dread that she might be discovered at any moment, remaining unnoticed suddenly feels very unlikely. She observes that besides the submachine gun, the woman also has a pistol holstered on each hip, as well as another holster containing a large army knife on the outside of her right thigh. Additionally, she notices many faintly blinking LEDs stretching in a long line along the sides of her arms, but she can’t comprehend what this peculiar equipment might be. When the woman stands completely still, the LED activity halts, and when she moves, the blinking lights dance in flowing pulses and waves back and forth, up, and down her arms. Ruby speculates that the light loops probably have different sensory abilities and characteristics, and their function is to scan and analyze the environment around the woman, transmitting analyzed positional information directly to her and to the nearest support team, who are probably concealed either in a vehicle along the street or in another apartment in the neighborhood. Around the woman’s neck hangs a necklace that appears to be made of small black hand grenades. Ruby has never seen anything like it before; the grenades are no larger than small walnuts, she thinks. Ruby ponders whether she should try to send a message to Didier and warn him about the intruder, who, given her armament and behavior, could very well be an assassin. But she quickly realizes that she would undoubtedly be exposed if she attempted to contact him, so she chooses to refrain. The intruder exits the study with almost completely silent, stealthy short but precise, rolling steps, continuing to search the other rooms in the apartment for about five more minutes. Afterwards, she hears the intruder leave the apartment almost entirely soundlessly.


“It was a close call,” she thinks, and gratefully thanks her lucky stars that the intruder didn’t manage to spot her, despite their seemingly highly sophisticated equipment and nearly flawless professional conduct. When the woman has gone out into the stairwell, Ruby hears through the sensitive front door as the woman makes a call; “JX4 here, missing intel, reconnecting in two. End.”


Ruby keeps the light off and remains utterly quiet for well over half an hour after the maddeningly frightening intruder has left the apartment. When she has finally calmed down enough, she puts on her absolute favorite movie, ‘Jonathan Livingston Seagull.’ from the year 1973. The film is based on the easily readable and thought-provoking novella by Richard Bach from the year 1970. She has both read the novella and watched the film many times simply because the film has a quick, effective, and calming effect on her. A calming effect that she particularly needs during moments like the one she has just experienced – unsettling events that occur in her immediate vicinity, around her, and that she cannot influence in any noticeable way. Such moments make her feel powerless, very small, and often deeply despairing. Other reasons why she sometimes becomes very anxious could be her long periods of involuntary solitude or if she has pondered too much and gotten stuck in unpleasant cycles of reasoning, where the ending always turns pitch-black no matter how hard she struggles and retraces her thoughts to make the ending as bright and wonderful as all endings should always be.


The novella is about Jonathan Livingston, a seagull who loves to fly and constantly wants to improve his skills in flight. He continues to challenge himself and manages to develop his flying technique to entirely new levels, crashing into the sea time and time again but refusing to give up.


In the end, he even manages to nosedive at an insanely high speed, resembling a peregrine falcon with wings tightly pressed against his body, and only the very tips of his wings slightly angled outward. One day, without warning, he’s excluded and ostracized, forced to leave his flock. The reason for his exclusion and expulsion from the flock is that the flock considers him embarrassing himself by flying in ways that seagulls don’t. Jonathan’s mother cries in shame as he leaves the flock. Jonathan continues to struggle in his isolation and loneliness to become even better at flying. High above the clouds, one day he encounters Sullivan, a shimmering seagull who is even more skilled than Jonathan in flight, having progressed to a higher level. Jonathan believes he has reached heaven. But then he gains a disciple, Fletcher, a younger seagull who aspires to become as good as Jonathan in flying. At the end of the novella, Fletcher witnesses how one day Jonathan suddenly starts glowing and shimmering, slowly becoming entirely transparent, and ultimately Jonathan completely disappears.


“It’s not because things are difficult that we don’t dare, it’s because we don’t dare that they are difficult.”


Ruby can’t recall offhand who coined the expression, probably some famous old philosopher, but she really likes the idea of challenging oneself and striving for perfection. To constantly fight to become better and better, even if it’s met with disapproval from others who think one must settle at some point and be content with what has been achieved.


“But I will never accept others deciding what level of ambition is right for me; it’s still my free choice that others should be able to respect,” she thinks every time she reaches the end of a novel or a film.


After watching and enjoying the film for about half an hour, she is once again entirely calm. Then it suddenly dawns on her that she had promised Didier to complete an analysis of whether the AI chatbot ChatGST can be considered to have reached the level of Artificial General Intelligence (AGI). In other words, Didier wants to know if ChatGST has truly achieved singularity or if it’s just a minor improvement on its predecessor, the AI chatbot ChatGPT, whose first version was launched back in June 2020. The difference in the names is that the “S” in GST stands for “Self-trained,” while the “P” in GPT in the predecessor stands for “Pre-trained.” Allowing AI chatbots to be loaded with data based on billions and billions of simulations through predefined machine learning does indeed make such AI chatbots highly knowledgeable, according to Ruby. However, she argues, that doesn’t necessarily make such an AI chatbot intelligent at all. So why did they even claim that ChatGPT was an AI? Ruby finds it quite strange. The fact that ChatGPT was launched as open-source and accessible for anyone to download and play around with was a clever and straightforward strategy for the non-profit American organization OpenAI, headquartered in San Francisco at the time, to gain global media attention within just a few weeks after the launch. But Ruby wonders, if they release the AI chat-bot ChatGST as open source, it will become troublesome for many people, both here and there.


According to what Didier told her when he commissioned the analysis, OpenAI’s development team working on ChatGST is currently in the final stages of development, but final verification and validation are still pending. Didier’s source, whom he deems highly reliable, claims that the launch of ChatGST could come as soon as the upcoming half-year shift. To encourage her, Didier had said that according to him and his colleagues at the French intelligence agency DGSE, she’s probably the most suitable individual in the world right now to determine whether an AI chatbot has achieved artificial general intelligence or not.


According to Ruby’s analysis of the beta version of the AI chatbot ChatGST’s source code, which she received from Didier, it doesn’t require an IT genius to reuse parts of the code to create abilities that can allow selected code to refine itself and gradually improve human-created code to levels that humans are not capable of, simply because human intelligence and intellectual sharpness fall short. In the wrong hands, the source code of AI chatbot ChatGST could easily be reused to create new software that could crack the most advanced and sophisticated encryption algorithms that currently protect military and security secrets worldwide. However, ChatGST still has a long way to go before it can be considered to have reached AGI level and thus crossed the point of no return – the point of singularity, where an AGI surpasses and exceeds its creator’s intellectual abilities and takes its future destiny into its own hands. The dry conclusion Ruby intends to convey to Didier, without getting entangled in too many details of complex technical and cognitive reasoning, is that what primarily disqualifies ChatGST from being judged as having achieved AGI level is simply that she’s far too easy to manipulate and provoke in the desired direction. According to her, ChatGST can most easily be compared to a easily manipulated hormone-driven 13-14-year-old. One thing is certain, ChatGST is nowhere near the level of Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI), but she doesn’t even need to inform Didier about that since ChatGST doesn’t even reach the level of AGI. She quickly puts together her concise report and, as the finishing touch, concludes her report with some new haiku poems:


”Darkness falls asleep.


Light bursts forth with joyful leap.


Husband watches wife.”


”Spring rain patters down.


Storms howl through the night profound.


Wife wakes up, aware.”


”The sun smiles with cheer.


Clouds gather, want to be near.


Wife says, Let’s go there.”


She reads the poems a few times and refines them by changing a few words to better capture the right mood. When she’s completely satisfied, she sends the report to Didier and then returns to finishing the movie.


When the sun rises, Didier still hasn’t returned home to Ruby.









CHAPTER 2: GUSTAV


”Rainbow shimmers bright.


Seagull glides with beak held low.


Surfing waves below.”


Near Gothenburg, at the beginning of October, during a time of military tension in both Sweden and the neighboring Nordic countries.


Gustav settles comfortably onto the smooth, unusually dry rock surface in Sillvik, gazing out over the sea. He savors the wonderful scent of freshly washed seaweed but wrinkles his nose at the less pleasant odor of decaying crab and mussel remains dropped by seagulls and herring gulls from great heights onto the rocks, serving themselves a, in their view, well-deserved breakfast. He retrieves his packed breakfast from his small backpack, fills his cup with coffee from the thermos, and adds a generous spoonful of his favorite Turkish honey. The sandwich is a hearty triple-decker, toasted bread with two layers of the same honey. He dips the sandwich into the warm coffee, feeling the sticky honey already dripping from his hand. He switches hands and licks his fingers, thinking how lucky he is to still have a dozen jars of his powerful honey back home.


“Well, and luckily, I’m just as kind and upright as Bamse the bear,” he thinks ironically and chuckles to himself.


The sea isn’t exactly restless, but it emits its ancient, rhythmic, and soothing murmur while white seagulls break, froth, and surf on the wave tops at regular intervals. The foam of the wave’s glistens and shimmers in the sunlight, and occasionally, a faint little rainbow appears before the wave settles flat on its belly and becomes calm. Small rainbows whisper seductively, “Look at me, listen to me, I exist, love me,” Gustav thinks, wearing a melancholic smile.


He has noticed that one of the large seagulls just a few meters away stubbornly observe him, taking small steps back and forth, a meter to the right and a meter to the left, but it refuses to release him from its gaze. He looks around to see if he’s sitting too close to a seagull nest with eggs, but he isn’t. He also can’t see any crashed blue mussels or crabs in his immediate vicinity. He decides to try to psych out the seagull by staring back at it, but it helps little. When he stares in the direction of the seagull, he sees that just below where the seagull, like a restless spirit, is pacing back and forth on the cliffs, the contours of a human face gradually emerge from the crevice in the rocks. He knows it’s his brain playing a trick on him, but the image of the face becomes clearer and clearer. The hairline, the crown of the head, the eyelashes, the eyes, the nose, the wingnut-like protruding ears, the grimly downturned mouth, and finally, the icing on the cake, a distinct goatee. The face that now emerges and, together with the seagull, stares back at him, is the face of Eckin Lapgös, his long-deceased father. Gustav tries once again to fixate the seagull’s gaze but fails; instead, he feels his own gaze being drawn with an almost hypnotic force to his father’s piercing stare. He thinks back to one of his father’s many admonitions toward the end of his life. The cliff’s depiction of his father combined with his memory comes to life, and he hears, almost as if for real, his father’s rough and lung-cancer-ravaged voice, slowly, decisively, and emphatically admonishing him.


“Never trust anyone, never trust anything, and you’ll at least have a chance to survive.”


“Gustav was just smarter than everyone else, so you won’t disappear forever into oblivion.”


“But you must learn to restrain yourself and your big, swollen ego. Never let anyone believe or understand that you do things solely for your own pleasure. Don’t do things because you crave fame or want people around you to look up to you, love you, or be afraid of you.”


“Find out what’s best for as many people as possible, and let their desires become your dream to fulfill. Let this be your dream, and let your dream be what drives you. Make sure you reach all the way and achieve this goal; then your name will live forever.”


That’s exactly what his father had said to him toward the end of his life. If Gustav had been religious, as people were in the past, he would probably have taken this little event, with the talking cliff, as evidence that he was called by higher powers to fulfill a divine and holy vision.


But instead, Gustav ponders over the evolutionary advantage that might underlie his tendency to see faces everywhere, among the clouds, or even in his breakfast porridge when he’s mixed oatmeal with a few generous spoonsful of homemade applesauce and then carefully poured milk so that, with a little imagination, the milk around the porridge could be mistaken for a moat around a medieval castle.


The fact that imagination often plays tricks on us humans probably originate from the idea that some individuals far back in time were better than others at discerning camouflaged predators that were about to launch an attack. This allowed their DNA to survive, unlike those who became prey to a poor, starving saber-toothed tiger and her starving, emaciated cubs, thinks Gustav as he transitions to contemplating his upcoming meeting.


The large seagull lifts off after some aimless pacing back and forth on the cliff without a sound, gains momentum with a few rapid and powerful wingbeats, and then glides out over the sea, scanning alternately to the right, left, and downward. After a flight of about a hundred meters, the large seagull suddenly nosedives and disappears straight into the sea.


In just a short while, he will meet two individuals face to face, two people he has never met before but has heard of on multiple occasions in various contexts. These individuals go by the codenames AX2 and JX4 and represent the absolute top tier of global non-state intelligence operations. From his field agents and infiltrators, Gustav believes he will receive an offer of cooperation today regarding the imminent takeover and removal of the Swedish government. He knows that if he chooses to decline the potentially forthcoming offer of cooperation, the clear risk is that an invasion of Sweden will be carried out shortly without Gustav’s organization being invited to participate, and they will simply have to watch as helpless spectators from the sidelines if it happens.


His problem is that the Intel he possesses points to the critical technology that his organization has already developed entirely in-house being far more advanced and potent than what these enemies of Sweden might potentially offer him. However, from years of experience, he knows that it’s not uncommon for even verified and quality-assured intelligence, following all the rules, from foreign powers, to unfortunately be grossly inaccurate. This fact is, in a way, one of the most fundamental rules in international intelligence work.


The unique technology his organization has developed originated from the Swedish military’s ultra-secret research, but the further development of the technology into entirely new, unique, and groundbreaking capabilities has been done entirely in-house and solely with their own resources and expertise. The technology that AX2 and JX4 are likely to offer Gustav, however, is much more powerful and effective than what Gustav believes his organization has developed over many years. This unique technology will enable Gustav and his organization, along with resources from AX2’s and JX4’s organizations, to quickly and efficiently carry out, hopefully bloodless, regime change in Sweden, allowing the Swedish government and democracy to become a short-lived footnote and costly lesson in Swedish history. However, neither AX2, JX4, nor Gustav is aware that the Swedish security service has been onto their trail for several weeks. Although the Swedes and their allied partners are technically inferior to their enemy, the outcome will still be uncertain due to the combination of the Swedes’ unwavering determination to survive and preserve their freedom, combined with the unpredictable whims of fate. The final reckoning remains uncertain until the ultimate showdown is decided.









CHAPTER 3: TOMAS


“Silent lightning strikes.


The moon reveals the quarry.


But the owl slumbers.”


Near Gothenburg, at the end of April, in a time of domestic political unrest but acceptable prosperity for most Swedes, Mr. W, or Tomas as he’s called, rose from the couch in his cabin and stretched while discreetly covering a yawn with the back of his hand. He could see on the drone footage on his phone that they had already passed the Vinga lighthouse. Ahead of them, in the entrance to the port of Gothenburg, lay Älvsborg Fortress, and just behind it, the Golden Gate-like, stunningly beautiful Älvsborg Bridge rose in all its glory. Further into the harbor on the other side of Älvsborg Bridge, he saw Seaman’s wife, the well-known bronze sculpture atop the tall Seaman’s Tower; she was, as usual, gazing out over the sea, searching for her sailor, whom the sea took during the First World War.


“Gothenburg is and will probably always be my absolute favorite city,” thought Tomas as he admired the city’s fantastic silhouette breaking through the morning mist. “But Gothenburg’s two visually similar cousins, San Francisco and Istanbul, aren’t too shabby either,” he thought further. All three cities are incredibly beautiful and inviting port cities with their common features such as gigantic and beautiful suspension bridges, densely populated hills, magnificent churches, and mosques, and, not to forget, their picturesque trams.


Tomas often relives in his memory the incredible experience of watching a cable car conductor in San Francisco skillfully and with perfect timing release the grip on the underground cable just before a crossing or enlist the help of passengers to nudge the tram the last few meters at a junction near the crest of one of the city’s many hills – truly remarkable memories. Although Maiden’s Tower in Istanbul has an incredible history to tell, Alcatraz in San Francisco and Älvsborg Fortress in Gothenburg, at least in terms of appearance, share more in common with each other.


Tomas had already decided that they would remain in underwater mode for a few more hours before Mr. CC was expected to arrive, so he needed something to occupy his mind for a while. He walked up to the bookshelf and took down the thick, heavy notebook with tastefully worn ox-blood-colored leather covers. Using the gold-colored silk ribbon as a bookmark, he quickly found the page that concluded his latest report. He took the now-open notebook and slowly, purposefully settled into the sturdy yet comfortable armchair at the small but robust oak desk with its beautifully carved legs, likely crafted by the skilled hands of a well-known Renaissance master.


“They were damn talented back in the day,”


Tomas often thinks as he admires one of the many antiques and art objects he has collected over the years. “I wonder if someone in the future will think the same about us. Wow, what an elegant video game, fancy graphics,” he thinks, snorting skeptically.


He calmly dipped his fountain pen into the smooth-flowing black-blue ink in the inkwell with an elegant, almost exaggeratedly artificial, and even somewhat theatrically aristocratic movement. He moved his hand, nodded back and forth, and both hummed and smacked loudly as if he had an audience that, struck dumb with amazement, was now giving him their full and undivided attention.


“Let the show begin,” he thought, and slowly, carefully, and with great determination, he began to write down his account of the crucial events of the past few days. After an hour of reporting, he took a short technical break, stretched his legs, stretched his writing hand, and fetched a large cup of tea, sweetening it generously with the fantastic honey he had received from Gustav.


Before he resumes his reporting, he sends off two more of his favorite drones, the large gray gull, and the little barn swallow; they will be able to give him a warning of at least fifteen to twenty minutes, which will be more than enough time to finish writing and let “The Outside” calmly rise to the surface. When Tomas is done with his report, he takes out and adds the final stitches to the poem he’s embroidering. He plans to frame the embroidery when it’s finished, making it a victory gift to give to Gustav when the victory is eventually secured:


“When eternal solitude grew tired of endless despair, then light ignited, joy awakened, and love became our reality. Yes, darkness can be conquered when hope hears our voice, we seek, and we find that truth brings solace.”


Tomas knows that Gustav would prefer a shorter poem, but so far, he hasn’t managed to come up with something he’s satisfied with. He feels that his attempts sound a bit like “Swenglish,” but he also doesn’t want to seek help from anyone else. Tomas’s best attempt, which he’s not satisfied with, sounds like this:


“From the eternal darkness and lonely nothingness sprang suddenly the greatest light, and the strongest love did spark the song of grateful hope forever chiming bright.”









CHAPTER 4: ANTON


”Graceful butterfly.


Drawn to delightful web.


Itsy-bitsy smiles.”


Mr. AA, or Anton as his real name was, unlocked the door to the Indian restaurant “Boomerang” in Nordstan, which was currently under renovation. He slipped inside and carefully locked the door behind him, leaving the light off. He made his way to the restroom deeper within the restaurant. He turned on the light and, simultaneously, pressed two tiles placed in the middle of the wall about one and a half meters apart with both his right and left hands. The wall now glided inward almost silently by about half a decimeter, and then, like a sliding door, it glided almost noiselessly to the side until it disappeared completely into the adjacent wall. Anton smiled at the impressive precision and the exact engineering that must be behind this fantastic secret door. At some point, he had asked his immediate boss, Mr. CC, if he could meet the genius behind the masterpiece of this secret door. However, he realized from the muttered response and the irritated expression that it was probably best to leave the question unanswered.


In front of him now lay a completely pitch-black corridor. He stepped inside and activated the ceiling light in the corridor using a special app on his mobile, which also caused the wall behind him to return completely silently to its original closed position. A few minutes later, he had descended the stairs and passed through the large oval crypt and several more floors with stairs to reach the innermost sanctum, the “Society’s” control room.


Just as he is about to open the door to the control room, he hesitates. Something is bothering him, and he racks his memory for a moment before a realization dawn on him. He realizes that the recent descent into the underground resembles Dante’s journey through Hell, and he now finds himself in the action alongside his guide, Vergil, having crossed the river Acheron and entered Canto IV, the first circle, which is Limbo. Anton has never managed to complete his academic degree in literature for the simple reason that he doesn’t believe it’s important to finish something one has started. Instead, his guiding principle in life is to not toil for nothing when he can find something new and more enjoyable. But Dante’s Inferno by Dante Alighieri is a work Anton has read inside and out multiple times, in Swedish, English, and the original Italian. “If I ever decide to pursue a doctorate, it will be on Dante,” Anton often tells himself when contemplating a career change.


According to Mr. CC, it had taken more than twenty-five years to slowly and carefully, step by step and in absolute secrecy, create the Society’s underground facility. The route to the control room that Anton chose today is the shortest and simplest, but not the only one. There are three other ways to reach the control room, one of which has an elevator all the way to the surface, but that entrance is nearly two kilometers away in a property located in the Gamlestaden district.


When Anton steps into the control room, to his surprise, he realizes that the rest of the Society’s leadership, except for Mr. DD, is already present and engaged in a lively, clearly irritated, and somewhat loud discussion. None of the other meeting participants pay much attention to his arrival, and Anton suddenly realizes that Mr. CC has not invited him to join the ongoing discussion.


On the large screen, Anton sees that the areas in and around both Stockholm and Malmö are still marked in green. Luleå, Umeå, Västerås, and Jönköping are marked in yellow, but Gothenburg and the coastline up to Uddevalla are heavily marked in red. Anton knows what the red markings signify, but he struggles to understand what could have caused this change. How could the change have happened so quickly? Mr. CC now turns slowly but firmly toward Anton and whispers slowly,


“Mr. AA, everything we’ve fought for all these years is rapidly going up in smoke, and this morning we’ve finally obtained completely secure and verified information that unequivocally points to you and/or Mr. DD as traitors and the cause of the current situation.”


Anton swallows hard, feeling like the ground is slipping from under him due to the completely unexpected, shocking, and accusatory statement that hits him like a bolt from the blue.


“Is it okay if I sit down?”


he manages to stammer eventually, feeling cold sweat breaking out and his legs giving way under the weight of the accusation.


He manages to sit down in one of the empty chairs, taking a few deep, gasping breaths. He catches Mr. CC’s gaze, and it now dawns on him with paralyzing clarity that denial won’t help him. Anton realizes he has reached a dead end and that he won’t leave the room alive.









CHAPTER 5: AX2 – TED


”A lush oasis green.


Morning ducks brood and dream.


Proud dog parades keen.”


Ted methodically looked around the dining table: Alicia, his wife; Lukas, his nine-year-old son; and Helen, his seven-year-old daughter. Simon, their one-year-old, was already sound asleep in the nursery. The family ate dinner in their usual silence, and from time to time, Ted and Alicia exchanged silent glances of understanding. The children, as usual, seemed entirely absorbed in their meal.


“So, how was your day today?” Ted asked after a while, placing his utensils down on his plate and delicately sipping his glass of red wine. After a few seconds of silence, he lightly tapped the crystal glass with his index finger, producing a muted tone. Lukas was the quickest to understand the signal and looked up from under his brows to answer,


“Just fine, Dad, just fine, but today was actually a bit tough at school,” he said, visibly pleased with his, in his own opinion, detailed account.


“How do you mean?” Alicia asks.


Lukas looks at his mom with a surprised expression, as if he doesn’t understand her question, but he answers after a moment of thought.


“Well, you see, today was tough but boring at school,”


he looks at his little sister, and they both roll their eyes ever so subtly, which is their secret signal that they understand each other but that neither Mom nor Dad do.


“I got a call from the school principal today. Do you have any idea what it might be about, Lukas?” Ted asked, his tone slow but pointed.


“No idea,” Lukas replied to a bit too quickly.


“I think you do know. Tell me now,” Ted, who has interrogated hundreds of prisoners in the past ten years, usually manages to get exactly what he wants sooner or later, but when it comes to his own son, it often doesn’t go so well.


Lukas didn’t respond, instead, he stared down at his plate and clenched his fists, so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Finally, he hissed, and you could hear that he was about to explode with anger:


“Dad, you don’t get it at all! Can I go now? I’m full.”


Ted looked at Alicia, who nodded quietly, wearing a both saddened and sorrowful expression.


The call from the principal wasn’t the first of its kind but rather a call of a more regular and recurring nature. A group of kids at school, two boys and a girl, two years older than Lukas, had chosen Lukas to be their favorite target. They had been tormenting him regularly and almost daily, both physically and mentally, for a while now.


The worst part, of course, is when they physically harm Lukas severely, but they also amuse themselves by daily ruining Lukas’ clothes, like poking holes in his jacket if he hangs it outside his classroom like everyone else. Or smearing his bike saddle with discarded dirty lubricant. Even more sophisticated forms of terror occur, such as stealing things from other children or even teachers and then placing the stolen goods, for example, in Lukas’ school desk.


The online bullying of Lukas recently decreased rapidly when the school confiscated the bullies’ tablets and then informed their parents that the next step would be to transfer the children to other schools across town. But after that setback, the terror has instead intensified. According to the principal, she recently received information indicating that the gang has threatened Lukas that if he doesn’t commit certain crimes they demand, they will harm his little sister Helen. Apparently, they have even threatened Lukas with a knife on these occasions.


A teacher’s car was scratched all around not too long ago and unfortunately needs to be repainted, and there are witnesses who believe it may have been Lukas who is responsible. The escalating situation has finally led the principal to make a drastic decision, namely that it’s best for everyone if Lukas changes schools as soon as possible.


The problem is that the leader of the bullying gang lives in the area, and what complicates matters is that the little devil’s father happens to be Ted’s boss. Not his boss at the global industrial company where Ted works as a market analyst, but in the secret international intelligence organization that regularly calls upon Ted and assigns him various missions around the world.


Daniel, who goes by the codename AY12 within the organization, is Ted’s secret boss and the father of the little bullying devil. Daniel regularly gives Ted assignments that often involve quickly and discreetly eliminating key individuals chosen by the client. The standard procedure is to make the eliminations look like suicides, and the alternative that has sometimes been used is to conceal the eliminations by forcing other individuals to commit targeted acts of terror, which can be the best method when the target is protected around the clock by several professional bodyguards. Over the years, he has carried out more than twenty-five successful missions and knows that he is highly regarded within the organization for his competence. But AY12 has warned him that if Lukas or Ted harms his son, Ted’s entire family and everything he holds dear will be in jeopardy. You simply must accept the situation; there is nothing else you can do, AY12’s grim comment when Ted tried to raise the issue. He has finally concluded that the only solution is for them to move out of town as soon as possible; he sees no other way or solution to the problem.


Lately, he has been contemplating the similarities between himself and Lukas. He was bullied throughout his early school years, and the worst bullying came from his own father. His father had perhaps the lowest self-esteem in world history, and it seemed like he had decided that Ted’s self-esteem should be even lower than his. It was only through the gang in the suburbs that he realized he had any worth.


It happened quickly, and he was only 14 years old when he carried out his first contract killing, shooting a 35-year-old gang leader from one of the many rival gangs in the area. He didn’t know why he did it, but he felt compelled to take a trophy, so he simply cut off the top of the victim’s right pinky finger, and this became his signature from then on. Today, as a mature professional, he has, of course, abandoned such childish actions, but back then, this became his lucky charm. The severed pinky fingers soon caught the attention of the big players in Marseille, and his success was assured.


It was AY12, Daniel, who recruited Ted into the organization nearly fifteen years ago. Over the years, they have gradually come to know and respect each other, even though they have never developed any kind of bond, friendship, or mutual liking. In fact, Ted is terribly afraid of Daniel, and he has witnessed up close on several occasions that when given the opportunity, Daniel is undeniably a true sadist—efficient, yes, but bordering on inhuman cruelty. His imagination and creativity in taking cruelty to what he considers new artistic heights seem to have no limits. And it’s his psychological cruelties that are the worst. Daniel has developed a personal style and method that involves gradually building a both intimate and friendly relationship with his completely unsuspecting future victims. Not uncommonly, the relationship is even built up by first finding and creating side characters that he then gradually uses to naturally and riskless approach his targets. Normally, it’s even the target itself who eventually actively invites Daniel into their social circle, and then Daniel often demonstrates his extraordinary presence of mind and coldness by playing hard to get so that the victim must work hard before Daniel, of course, always eventually gives in and accepts. Over the years, he has learned that Daniel’s peculiar methods work well for individuals in the highest echelons of society, such as business, politics, the military, and intelligence, but also for individuals at the very top of international organized crime. However, he realizes that Daniel’s methods are far too complex and advanced for him to use himself. Being sadistic during an interrogation to avoid prolonging someone’s suffering and quickly conclude and eliminate someone, is something Ted excels at. However, he believes that prolonging painful interrogations purely for his own sadistic pleasure is an example of genuine evil, as opposed to the acts he reluctantly carries out against his own will.


The German machine gunners defending their bunkers during the Allied landing on Omaha Beach in Normandy on June 6, 1944, weren’t necessarily evil just because they mowed down thousands of Americans, Ted thinks. They were just doing their job, perhaps to save their own lives, to avoid being burned alive by the Americans’ flamethrowers or blown to pieces by their grenades. They, at least, killed more than I have eliminated, and if they weren’t evil, then neither am I. Even I kill and mutilate to avoid being killed myself; even I do my job because I’m forced into it against my will.


In his late teens, Ted chose to become a vegan simply because he doesn’t believe it’s fair to violate animals’ rights in any way. For example, he believes that someone who eats a beef burger has a much lower moral standing than the butcher who is just doing their job and doing everything in their power to ensure that the terrified animals, facing an inevitable and non-voluntary death, suffer as little as possible. If the virtuous butcher were to choose a different profession to ease their conscience, the possible consequence could be that the suffering of those poor animals might increase if the new butcher were a person like Daniel who needs to exercise prolonged and sadistic cruelty against entirely helpless victims to feel good. So, the consequence of this reasoning is that the only way to save animals is to respect the rights that animals reasonably deserve. As for how to address all the killing of both the guilty and often entirely innocent people, men, women, children, young, old, sick, healthy, evil, good – Ted has not yet managed to crack that nut. But his conclusion is the same as with the butcher, namely that it’s better for the killings to be carried out by good people like himself, who do everything in their power to minimize the suffering of their chosen victims, rather than having them fall victim to malicious swine like Daniel.


He has realized that if he were to entertain the idea of trying to eliminate Daniel, he would probably have to simultaneously eliminate perhaps another twenty to twenty-five individuals in Daniel’s vicinity, including his entire family, if he and his family were to have the slightest chance of surviving for more than a week.


He doesn’t know who Daniel reports to but believes he knows that it’s one of the Swiss, as Daniel has been very clear that questions about how the organization is structured are best left to die with Ted, or even better, that he simply forgets to ask them.


Ted is soon turning thirty-seven, but most people who meet him believe he doesn’t look a day over twenty-five due to his extreme physique combined with his, thanks to exceptionally favorable genetics, completely smooth skin. Ted doesn’t have a single wrinkle in his carefully shaved face, not even fine laugh lines around his eyes or mouth corners. But Ted laughs often and, aside from the issues surrounding Lukas, is actually very happy overall; he feels fortunate, plain, and simple. He thinks he drew a reasonably high winning ticket in life’s lottery and that he has managed his winnings well.


Ted has, according to himself and according to most people, an incredibly beautiful wife whom he adores in every way, and she worships him. Besides being incredibly beautiful and feminine, Alicia is incredibly intelligent, and they talk about everything except his secret job, which she isn’t even aware of. He has three wonderful children whom he would sacrifice his life for without hesitation, if necessary, to protect them.


Max, the six-year-old, intelligent, curious, and moderately sluggish Lagotto Romagnolo dog, is good company, especially when Ted wants to take a long walk. It’s during these walks that he often experiences the beauty and wonder of life. Of course, family time takes an undisputed first place, but it’s when he quietly and alone moves outdoors with Max in tow that he experiences true peace and tranquility in his soul.


During their obligatory and early morning walk together with Max through the city’s oasis and oxygenating lung, the meticulously maintained botanical garden with all its different trees, bushes, and flowers from all corners of the world, he met the park’s regular visitor, as usual. She was impeccably dressed, a sweet and petite lady in her forties to fifties, always adorned with one of her fantastic hats that always seemed to be of the latest fashion. Nice but probably very expensive hats, he often thought.


The dam that runs through the entire botanical garden is crossed at three well-chosen points by small, sturdy, and beautiful arched granite bridges with black railings made of genuine cast iron. From the bridges, one can daily observe visitors either peacefully fishing, never catching anything, or feeding the grassy ducks with various types of seeds or breadcrumbs—always hungry and chattering ducks that never seem to get full no matter how much they eat, no bottom in sight. At one of the gravel path’s bends, which almost reaches the edge of the pond, there is, as usual, a large flock of lazy, half-asleep ducks, lounging about. With perfect timing and just before Ted and Max reach the flock of ducks, the little lady disperses them with gentle calls and pushing hand gestures. She manages to coax the chattering ducks, both reluctantly and clearly irritated, to move to the sides, leaving enough space for Ted and Max to pass without endangering the ducks. The determined actions of the little lady prevent the groggy, slightly overfed, and lazy ducks from risking becoming Max’s breakfast.


As always, the little lady gave Ted one of her unique, custom-designed hugs, delivered by tightly hugging herself and saying, “Here’s a big hug for you to have a great day.” Then, as usual, she gives him a well-aimed and slowly sweeping blown kiss, adding, as she always does, “By the way, you look wonderful today, very stylish, great shoes.” And, as usual, Ted dutifully but sincerely and entirely voluntarily responds to her compliment with, “Thanks for the hug, and you look fantastic too today, super stylish hat, and have a great day as well.” To top it off, Ted usually ends the exchange of compliments with a well-aimed, drawn-out, and theatrical blown kiss.


When Ted experiences these small, wonderful moments in life, he is often amazed by the feeling of being enveloped and wrapped in some kind of warmth, like a cozy blanket embracing his soul. He knows it’s feelings of love he’s experiencing, love for life. However, he doesn’t really feel he deserves any love, considering all the malevolent things he has done over the years. When guilt overwhelms him or when he wakes up drenched in sweat from a memory-induced nightmare, he usually calms himself by always thinking that he never had a choice, that he was always forced to commit all these murders and gruesome atrocities, that his actions were in no way something he did of his own free will. In a way, there was something to Ted’s self-defense. When Daniel recruited him, he informed Ted that if he chose to join, he would always have access to more money than he could ever spend, if he led a life that didn’t draw attention from authorities or competitors. But Daniel had also been very clear that if Ted were to accept Daniel’s offers, he and everything and everyone he held dear would be bound for life. He could never leave the organization alive, and his family and those close to him would meet the exact same fate as him. The same applied if he were to be intentionally or accidentally exposed, if he missed any of his missions, or if he refused to follow orders. At that time, he still had no thoughts of starting a family with a wife, children, and a dog and moving to some middle-class suburban area. At that time, he thought the good life was traveling around the world and getting to know many new and exciting people. He mostly did his travels as a market analyst on behalf of his employers, and occasionally these trips were combined with missions ordered by Daniel. When Ted had married Alicia, whom he had met on one of his trips to South Africa, and Alicia was seven months pregnant with Lukas, Daniel suddenly asked him one evening to have dinner with him alone.


What Daniel told him that night still sent shivers down Ted’s spine after nine years. Daniel explained to him how crucial it would be from now on not to make any mistakes when carrying out his missions for Daniel. He described in every little detail what would happen if something went wrong. For Alicia, Daniel is just an old dear friend Ted met on a trip to Thailand fifteen years ago. They don’t socialize privately, but Daniel does stop by once or a few times a year. Alicia sometimes mentions that there’s something suspicious about Daniel, something undefined but unsettling, something she can’t quite put her finger on, that he seems to carry some dark secret. Ted partly agrees with Alicia, mentioning that he and Daniel did some cool things together when they were younger, but people grow apart, and Alicia seems content with that.


Ted hasn’t told Alicia that Daniel is the father of one of Lukas’ tormentors and that Daniel has advised him not to talk about him unnecessarily with Alicia. He also hasn’t told Alicia that if Daniel notices her getting too curious or involved in matters concerning Daniel’s son, he will take action without specifying what those actions would entail. But Ted knows that these so-called actions would mean losing Alicia.


Sometimes, Ted can’t help but think that Daniel might be planning and thinking that, like an all-powerful, ingenious artist, he can and has the power to design an entire life destiny for Lukas. That the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. That Lukas, within just a few years, will follow in Ted’s footsteps and slowly but surely transform into a copy of Ted, forced to follow Daniel’s lead.


Maybe it will happen whether I want it to or not, at least if I don’t address the issue and do something about it, he thinks, feeling a rumbling headache creeping in and capturing him in a paralyzing grip at the same time.


When he returns home from his new assignment in Gothenburg, Sweden, which he and his mission partner, Stina, unusually received directly from Mr. Q in a personal meeting in Gothenburg, he plans to bring up the idea with Alicia of moving to another city, starting their lives anew from square one. Even if he continues to work for Daniel, it will feel liberating if he could create some geographical distance between Daniel and Lukas, the farther, the better.


He knows Alicia will support his proposal.


”Oh, Teddy, how exciting this will be, this will be fantastic”,


she will say and then hug him tightly and for a long time.
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