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Reality is


a shock that so many find


inconvenient


 





THE JOURNEY


Choices have consequences. Perhaps if he had turned left instead of right, Joseph would not have spotted a key on the ground. The label was intriguing, as were the items in a secure locker that the key opened. No intrinsic value, but still astonishingly dangerous given the political realities at the time.


Being dragged off at gunpoint by figures watching the locker, to face a self-opinionated nuisance, was not the highlight of his day. But the time was not wasted, Joseph reasoned, after casually using speed and experience to neutralise his captors. The weapon was handed across hilt first after the ammunition clip was summarily ejected and emptied.


Joseph gave a short blunt close-up face-to-face lecture on attitude and survival. And earned an unexpected reply. The offer of a well-paid position. An invisible one, yes, but Joseph had been invisible for most of his life. A state of affairs that he cultivated, after a shaky start via a learning curve that owed something to the maths of Möbius.


These days few paid Joseph any mind, even in broad daylight. Even fewer knew anything about him.


Those that did often wished otherwise.


His mother, Alix, was a biochemist who found that her dream job in a government laboratory had a catch. Her boss. Unlike other victims she had received self-defence training courtesy of attentive parents, who realised early on that being pretty and young in France in the 80's was not always going to be fun. That and a fearsome intelligence led to a blunt clash of attitudes. 


Alix did not suffer social predators at all and made that abundantly clear. She survived most of the office politics by being bright, astute and indispensable. Characteristics that annoyed everyone. Her boss took the situation personally.


Waking one morning to find her flat in a mess and no memory of the previous night, Alix quickly realised that she had been raped. The local police were dismissive, casually suggesting that alcohol was involved. But then colleagues knew too much. There were comments. All duly noted.


Bloodymindedness came to the fore. Alix had been the first in the lab to check out the new processes of DNA identification. This had become part of her indispensability, with attached pay benefits, which naturally irritated her co-workers.


The flat provided samples, as did a tiny vial found in the deep carpet pile. Working methodically Alix applied the techniques of DNA testing without telling anyone. Then came confirmation of a pregnancy and contacts with prior victims of the boss. An unexpected discovery of hidden financial paperwork during an office move created a good opportunity.


Things came to a head at a public function to celebrate her boss being promoted on the strength of work that Alix had actually done. Credit had been appropriated with departmental connivance, after the rape and during her work absences to deal with the consequences.


Alix confronted her boss in front of his wife and others. She named the experimental drug that had been used on herself and displayed DNA results that confirmed her boss as the rapist.


The hidden financial records had revealed a different reality to any official line. To the horror of her boss, bonds and assets concealed from everyone including the tax authorities had been accrued, realised and the value distributed.


With the public gathering in disarray, Alix did no more than walk out and catch a well-timed train at the nearby station. Leaving as little trace as possible, she took off for distant relatives in the Périgord region of France and a different life.


Joseph was born and raised in a peaceful realm, apart from the usual spats within French education and local social relations, however at 12 years old he discovered a natural aptitude. Disturbed at home in the early hours by armed intruders, he defended himself and his mother by using a smorgasbord of household implements in a very inventive and lethal fashion.


Once she had recovered her composure Alix was pretty unabashed, even impressed. After swift coaching, she and Joseph answered exactly the questions that were asked and no more. Detectives pretty much invented their report to their own preconceptions, but could not fathom some of the injuries on the corpses. Because they were not going to admit this to higher up the police chain, the situation was attributed to arguments between thieves and quietly filed.


Alix then trained her son to control his actions, whilst explaining their joint past and warning that it might at some point catch up. Life remained calm until the day Joseph came home from school to find unexpected visitors. The relatives had been the first to die and his mother was being tortured. By her ex-boss and associates, out from prison, looking for retribution. It had taken over 17 years to track down Alix. Her departure had wrecked far more than just reputations. There were deep connections with memories and who nursed grievance.


They were not expecting Joseph, listening outside.


Hearing a final whimper from his mother, followed by recriminations amongst the visitors, Joseph resolved to deal with everything that came his way and started as he would go on. There were no survivors.


Pausing only to recover as much as he could from the bodies, the house burned behind him. At school he had been particularly resourceful at computers and coding, hacking his way to the top of the government network, but leaving no trace. For Joseph the act was enough, he did not need to advertise. Within hours, and well before his burnt-out home could be investigated, he had scavenged bank accounts across Europe and removed himself from the public record. He never looked back.


Joseph took the job offer from the nuisance. It had some good points; food, accommodation and comforts. Although arbitrary as an employer, the nuisance was consistent in that. His requirements were a tad eccentric, but Joseph was an unorthodox employee. Their conventions fitted.


There again, but for that random choice of direction on a city street, Joseph would not now be effecting a careful nonchalance whilst scanning passengers on a train. And if a recent confrontation had been out of sight of an efficient secretary, he might not have police and security on alert in twenty-nine countries.


Rare slips by a singular psyche.


Had he also known that he was a short time from dying, Joseph might have given a different response to a request from his employer. Such is the drift of events. Some can sense this flow and even appreciate and react to it, but most do not. Often by design. We hear what we want to hear, not what is spoken; we read what we want to read, not what is written; we see what we want to see, not what is real.


However there are some who realise they do not have such skills but are determined to rectify this. They will go to great lengths to harness the abilities of those who do.


Sometimes this is called politics, or business, or crime. It depends on the view. And the viewer.


And sometimes it has other names. Very old names.


o-O-o


Patterns wended past. They always did for Lucy. Scenery, structures, people, traffic, time, tide and place; she was used to noting the patterns inside and out. That was her boon and her bane. It was not a choice. She saw because she could see. To sift and collate was as natural as breathing. Just not always as pleasant.


Sometimes a pattern was hopeful and gave her spirits a lift. Others could be comforting or give wonder at what the world could be. Then there were patterns that did nothing for anyone. Like now. Lucy stared through a window. Her hand rested on a page of a book. One written by someone obsessed.


Probably only a few others in the world could appreciate that obsession, or that it was perfectly valid. The book had spent a lifetime unread on a shelf before being recycled for a lack of purpose. But it had been metaphorically ticking all the time. Some things are more than what they seem.


As glass can become a mirror when the light changes.


"Sleek oddball, heading through. Looking for someone, not just a seat. Trained. Economical. Swift." The book was closed face down.


"Gotcha," replied a nearby voice.


Joseph negotiated connecting doors to another expanse filled with nondescript nobody types wherever he looked. Train staff, tourists, business people, hustlers, a religious sort, two drunks, a young aimless woman staring out. Losers, he thought. Having been told that in this sea of humanity there was a gem to be found, he did not enjoy the knowledge that on this occasion it was not himself.


Something niggled at his thoughts. The fit was off-kilter. What had he just seen? He paused. The last thing that he considered was a cup of hot coffee, which hit him as he turned back.


The coffee-owner was outraged. Excessively so. Joseph wasted no time and little effort so a duo scrummage was terse. But when the other passenger hit the floor, a shrill screaming started. Wholly unexpectedly, figures grabbed Joseph and he was kicked down, handcuffed in seconds and a badge waved in his face. Although he did not understand all of whatever languages were being yelled at him, the import was clear. He glanced up from the floor and caught a reflection.


Aimless woman was grasping something.


The train sped on, mostly oblivious to events aboard. But messages hummed and networks woke up.


Lucy put her alert device down by her book, which she re-opened.


A figure passed by. "You were right, he was fast."


The device was pocketed. Lucy resumed the view. What she was actually seeing was not something anyone else could have guessed.


Maybe her mother. Or her grandmother.


Especially her grandmother.


Genes can be very strange.


o-O-o


Some time later the train arrived at a station. Joseph was moved to the platform and met by uniforms. Protocols were followed. Not necessarily a good sign. Someone stumbled and Joseph took his chance. The handcuffs flew into a bin and he sprinted through the crowd, chased ineffectually by pursuers not primed for a public space strewn with obstructions. Joseph was at home, but the casual meander of a small boy disrupted his path and he fell over his own feet. The indignant wail of the child was drowned first by the sound of an approaching train on the other side of the platform, and then by screams as Joseph slid off the edge and under the new arrival.


"Merde," said a police voice. "Je déteste la paperasse!"


"I entirely agree," came a cut-glass reply.


"La gente no tiene consideración." Seville. Bullish.


"Nennen sie es das recycling." Hamburg. Straight-faced.


"We moeten bieden een opruimen crew." Den Haag with a twist of Delft. Helpful.


Cut-glass lifted a phone.


o-O-o


In another time and place stood an ordinary home, one showing the gentle signs of a recent newborn in residence, a child of the new millennium. Nothing outlandish from outside. People and events came and went, life proceeded. Inside was another matter.


Noel stepped down from a pedestal and reviewed his handiwork. "Why does it need to be so intricate?"


"We have to see her reaction. It has to stimulate her."


Suspended from the ceiling, the crib mobile was a study in filigree that was to a nursery toy as a planetarium was to an orrery. Created by a father with two interests in his life, maths and engineering. His choice of the first for a career would be fortunate for young Lucy, but the second had produced the workshop in which the mobile was built. It was a practical counterpoint that grounded him.


Grace laid their sleeping daughter in the crib. "You know what I've told you about Mum and I. With your maths help I've started to understand some of the why, but much of it is beyond me, though Mum is getting a better grip. Great Grandma always said that one day one of us would figure it out. If Lucy is pushed, and she has the talent, maybe we will find why only women, and if there are others. We can't be the only ones."


"Grace, I wish I could understand half of what you tell me. Your stunt with the shares was astonishing, you almost did it without thinking."


Studying her husband, Grace replied, "You can never tell anyone and we cannot do that too often. In fact, not often at all. Mum and I have good reasons for not wanting to be noticed."


Half-jokingly, Noel quipped, "D'you think that someone is watching?"


Grace shrugged. "Hunting, not watching."


"What?"


A head peered into the nursery from the kitchen. "That's why I kept Grace out of sight for so long. My grandmother was the first to put the talent to our use and was kidnapped as a result. She escaped because her mother had married a young gangster for her own protection and he showed a useful temper where threats to family were concerned. The women in our history have had to make hard choices for survival because way back someone thought they were entitled to use us. My husband died because I forgot that."


Noel blinked. Neither his wife nor his mother-in-law Edna had ever mentioned his putative father-in-law. It was as if the subject was off limits, and even after several years of marriage he had not yet ventured to ask.


No time like the present. "You've never said anything about your father."


Grace glanced at Edna then replied, "He doesn't even have a grave. There was no trace. He gave us a way out and stopped the pursuit. One day there'll be an accounting. I hope to see that and for what it's worth Grandma rated him."


"I was impressed," grinned Edna, eyebrows bouncing.


"Mum, behave!"


"I have my memories." Edna disappeared to the kitchen, humming quietly.


"You've never mentioned your grandmother either," said Noel. Absent-mindedly he checked his fingers and nails, a nervous habit whenever he thought he was pushing his luck.


Grace shrugged again. "Small well-dressed woman in the back row at our wedding. She had you checked out the day after we first met. Told me to grab you if I could."


Noel was astonished. "Why didn't you introduce me?"


"Safety. We have a line of contact but we don't exist, not as her offspring. She arranged that and pulled it off with Dad when I was only a few days old."


"Wasn't she a target?"


"Not exactly." Grace played coy.


Noel failed to read his wife and resorted to blunt. "Give!"


"Grandma does not have the same talent as her mother or daughter, or me, but does have skills she would freely use when challenged. So she was left alone after some," a brief but thoughtful pause, "Incidents."


"Skills? Incidents?"


"You know about Enigma, Turing and Bletchley Park?"


Noel nodded, still astonished.


"Did you know that SOE had an explosives research unit at Bletchley Park up to the end of 1940? Grandma was with SOE, one of their youngest, assigned there because of her family background. She knew Turing. And I don't mean she just met him, she knew him. She was furious with how he was treated after the war. If you two ever get to talk, don't mention his death unless she does."


"I thought that was all documented?"


Edna appeared through the door. "Mum is not annoyed over his death, just the way it was recorded, especially by officials. Considering what Alan Turing did for this country, it was an appalling way to treat him. I think she's rather pleased that the geek community pushed to put that right. It's about time."


"And she knows how to defend herself?"


Both women gestured emphatically.


"Grandma married Granddad and had Mum after SOE released her," added Grace. "She was recruited back after Granddad died. They were accommodating with child care and Mum has some good stories about schooling, people and playgrounds. Later on, Dad joined the army, excelled in training and was seconded as an assistant to Grandma. That's how he met Mum."


"Wasn't that frowned on?"


Grace giggled. "Not by Grandma and not in the 70's."


Edna just smiled.


o-O-o


Lucy finished off a bag of crisps. They helped settle her stomach. There had been a minor panic when her seat was found empty after Joseph caught the other train, until her heaving in a toilet was noticed. One of the women in the team had got her calm and then produced something Lucy found amazing. A player without recordings. It made synthesised soothing soundscapes that never repeated. She still had a memory of the pattern, but was no longer feeling the nausea.


Staff organised on the platform to wash the track. There was little point in forensics. Joseph did not exist officially and the team knew that. The other train was already away being cleaned.


Time was flowing, pattern by pattern, event by event.


The one called Phillips walked in. "We'll be on the way shortly. The local police have done their stuff. Are you sure you're OK to continue?" A cut-glass accent, just not a vocabulary that belonged with it.


"They won't stop."


"Not until we get the big guy, Max. I honestly didn't think he existed until you snagged that picture. You must really have annoyed him."


Lucy waved vaguely. "I annoy him because I am. That's all the reason he needs. Sic friatur crustum."


Phillips chortled. "Well, maybe we can persuade him."


A sharp breath and a pause. "No," she replied, brightly. "He needs the Grandma treatment."


"You mean Great Grandma?" Phillips smiled, awkwardly.


"Have you met her?" Still bright.


"She trained me."


"Then you know why she hates being called 'Great'."


Phillips sniffed, then nodded. Lucy replied with a sigh. What passed in non-verbal communication was surprising for a pair who had only met days earlier.


The train lurched, then began to accelerate. Phillips and Lucy turned to the window, one to ponder the next move, the other to the comfort of patterns. If this was Chess, the game space had multiple dimensions some of which were mirrored and at least one relocated at random.


It was becoming an interesting week.


o-O-o


"So how did you two disappear? You must be officially noticed, you both have ID's and stuff."


"One day we'll tell you our birth names." Edna grinned. "You are Woolstone and so now is Grace, as is Lucy. We were not Fetterhaugh. Or Edna, for that matter."


Noel quietly asked, "Grace?"


His wife smiled sweetly. "I've always been a Grace. I wasn't registered until after Mum had a new identity."


There was a long pause. Both women studied Noel, who marshalled his thoughts until he got to the right questions.


"Why are you telling me all this? And now?"


Another off-hand shrug. "Mum was the next target and they knew about me. Grandma and Dad planned an event. It did not go as intended, but we disappeared as a result. The other side lost our trace and some of their people. Dad was taken in revenge before he could join us."


"Ouch."


Grace shrugged, wistfully and with a lot of feeling.


"Grandma retaliated. There's a report, but it's restricted. She said that one day I'd get to know who was dealt with. Interesting names, apparently."


Noel took a deep breath. "Dealt with?"


"She doesn't kill people," said Edna. "She goads them into killing themselves whilst targeting her. It's a particular skill she has. One of the reasons she was recruited back was to train others."


The women exchanged glances, then Edna retreated to the kitchen and the sound of something bubbling.


"What are you doing in there?"


A head reappeared. Eyebrows bounced. "Following my mothers advice."


Noel blinked, startled.


Edna grinned, knowingly. "I had teenage difficulties with learning Mum's kitchen methods. She's not conventional. After her first day with my future husband, Mum told me to approach both passion and cooking with an equally wild intent. The best relationship is one where your love is more than your need. And that includes chocolate. I got to meet him an hour later. She was right." Edna vanished once more.


Noel studied Grace, who smirked beautifully before changing the subject. Slightly.


"Once the ripples settled, Mum found work, her skills are always in demand."


"Can't have been an easy time."


Grace glanced to the kitchen, then back again. "I never forget what Mum gave up for our survival. Or that people can be so damn smug and selfish." Her expression spoke volumes.


"Have you always been hiding from something?"


"Not exactly hiding. Mum always did her best to stay under the radar but occasionally there'd be someone else who would blow her trumpet for her. If necessary, Grandma could step in and veto the publicity, but we had to move on a few times. I can remember a couple of late night exits."


"You make it sound cloak and dagger."


"More like duck and cover. With lots of paddling. Trying to look serene on the smooth surface of hidden chaos."


Noel laughed. "Sounds like my working environment."


Grace considered this. "Probably. And you've a good place to hide. You chose corporate, not academic. Great because that way what you do is back-room and someone else in the front line is ready to accept the credit. You get kudos in obscurity and they pay you well because you can walk into a slew of offers if you don't like the conditions. That's one very neat bargaining point. In academia you would have had to write papers and court publicity to get anywhere."


Noel winced. "I never thought of maths that way, not the stuff I do, but I admit that's a good assessment. Tenure is a trap that I wasn't going to enter."


"More a minefield these days." Grace mimicked throwing something. "I'm not sure how I rate, even with my abilities in stocks and shares, but if our Lucy has the talent, she could be even better than Mum. From experience it seems to peak in alternate generations. That's why she will be a target, especially if the talent shows up. You have to know the reasons."


There was a long intake of breath. "Perhaps we should have considered this before you became pregnant."


Grace smirked. "I wasn't intending to get pregnant. That was a real accident."


Noel was silent for a moment, then said, "You expect a lot from our baby."


"If she's got the talent, we'll see it before she speaks."


"Really?"


Grace nodded whilst grinning cheerily.


"Wow." Noel beamed.


They both turned to their sleeping child. Who yawned.


o-O-o


Phillips stood by the table sipping an awful coffee, willing it to be something else.


Lucy pulled her gaze from an autoroute where a queue was progressing in waves. The train had slowed down.


"Next step?"


"Joseph must have had something planned."


"No checks inside Europe."


"Therefore he was intending to get you off in Brussels."


"Eurostar? TGV?"


A ping from his Tablet attracted Phillips. "The company that owns the server site where you snagged Max has a corporate centre near Bruges, which is a short transfer. A private business estate with a château and lots of places to hide things. True ownership buried in a matrix."


Lucy considered. "Where is Max right now?"


"He left Sussex by long-range helicopter some time ago. No tracking. Could be anywhere."


"Has the estate been scanned?"


Phillips kept pace. "Enough fire-power to start and stop a smallish war. Private security team with some interesting arms licences. Lots of transport; large, mid-size and small. Many visitors. Plenty of bandwidth in use, all by encrypted protocols. Busy doing something."


"Yes," said Lucy. "Hide in plain sight. Sink in the noise. Road access?"


"Plenty nearby, but the estate has only one entrance, over a viaduct."


"Castle Max. Only thing missing is a drawbridge."


"Nope, he's got one. Hydraulic. Currently out of action due to an unexpected fault or three."


Behind Phillips, the Dutchman coughed, meaningfully. "Lon is in place."


Lucy reacted, astonished. "My Lon?"


Phillips defended, nonplussed. "Lon is a dormant unit with a very useful skillset - who volunteered."


"He did WHAT?"


"He didn't give us a choice," said the Dutchman.


For once, Lucy found herself veering off-pattern. Lon was a neighbour and local handyperson who knew the paths and byways of her village and over her growing years had been a cohort, trainer, confidant for angst and rant, and an all-round champion provider of believable excuses. But recent events had exposed something of a longer backstory with her family. The tapestry of life is full of interesting threads. Pulling one is a choice.


"What else is he?"


Phillips and the Dutchman consulted. "Probably your 'get out' option."


Lucy glared. "Get out of what?"


There were two simultaneous shrugs. "Trouble. Jail. What had you in mind?"


o-O-o


A small hand reached up toward the mobile. Apart from her tendency to randomly stop and stare at something with deep intensity, which apparently all children do though few parents have time to notice; Lucy was showing no signs that she was different to any other 11-month-old. There was plenty in her nursery to attract her attention, but none of it appeared to do so.


Appearances can be deceptive.


Noel was on nursery duty whilst Grace and Edna were on the food shop. As he watched Lucy intently study the mobile, he reflected that events of the last month had been a tad unexpected. His grandmother-in-law had appeared early one morning and introduced herself as Eleanor, with official ID.


"I'm just off to work," he'd responded.


"No you're not."


"Pardon?"


"Tell Grace and Edna that it's Cinderella and the Ugly Sisters. I'll make tea in the kitchen. Where's Lucy?"


Noel was dumbstruck. He waved toward upstairs.


Eleanor stuck her head to one side. "I know you know a bit about me."


Noel nodded.


"Take all this in your stride. You are safe. I see to that."


"Oh."


Great.


Geriatric supervision.


Edna times two.


Plus.


Eleanor breathed slowly. "Your company has been put into administration as of last night because of a share slide aimed at their portfolio. I will need some Edna and Grace analysis to confirm a theory, but my suspicion is someone wanted to isolate you. You noticed attention that you didn't expect, from recent new employees?"
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