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THE ALBINO'S NOSE
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As difficult as it is to look at myself in the mirror I will do so once more, to understand in the clearest way the inexplicable events that have happened. My name is Morpheus, a name I gave myself after becoming aware that I was abandoned by those who gave birth to me. I believe that Celestine, the appellation the nuns gave me, does not represent me. The mirror does not lie, and now that I observe myself after some time, slight differences emerge from the last time. I am completely bald, my body is alien to any hair, and this has excluded me from any rituals of a masculine nature such as shaving. I see the deep blue in the iris of my left eye coming into perspective and dipping into the bright blue right one. It is the only part of me that is in antithesis; the rest of my body is homogeneous and proportionate. I have not become aware of my shape out of disinterest, but it appears that I am a handsome man and tall enough to cause embarrassment. Of oddities my genome has churned out several, showing how bizarre can be the concatenation of such biological and physical events as to give rise to differently catalogued living forms. Science defines me as an albino with various genetic dissimilarities among the many I count, this one for some would be definable as a true nightmare. Ironically a nightmare for me would turn out to be a true relief or infinite desire. I am one of sixty cases in the world suffering from Prionic Denerative Syndrome. Basically, I do not sleep, nor have I ever closed my eyelids to satisfy that physical need called sleep, and consequently remains unsolved for me that mystery so longed for and manifest to the rest of the living, as dreaming.

Dreaming remains the forbidden desire, that escape into a virtual dimension where my self yearns and which for that condition has been denied me. For thirty years relegated to a perpetual wakefulness, where day and night take on an ambiguous meaning and time a line tending to infinity, where my eyelids will close only at the end of my existence. In theory I should already be deceased, according to scientific opinion but, aware that I am an affront to science, I do not deny the subtle satisfaction of presenting myself to them in excellent health and with the presumption of still existing to brand their statistics as inaccurate.

The professors themselves associate my high IQ with denial in attending this dull and bilious society, of which I have a deep disinterest and contempt for the venal conditions on which it is based. A number of women have slipped into my life with whom I was striving to have a satisfactory relationship but, this vigilant cognitive altering attitude of mine shows over time a state of impatient restlessness. Unconsciously they sensed in their resting state and lying in bed, my gaze on them and this made sleep turbulent and tumultuous, and finally no longer tolerable. So with mere resignation I stopped looking in the other sex for a person who had the appearance of the other half of an apple, genetically modified.

I lived in an independent and secluded English aristocratic mansion where I spent most of my time in solitude, a palace arranged on three floors with fifty acres of land where I kept as far away as possible from my fellow man. The rooms are walls adorned with shelves containing endless books, where I draw for perennial reading and by whose means I let my time flow. The terrifying as well as lying one-way medium of communication called television lies buried in a miserable corner and receives no attention, relegated to utter disinterest. The only avenue of communication with the outside world is a Lan cable connected to a PC and other electronic processing systems, with which I earn my living on the fringes of legality and with which I have acquired a fair as well as for me irrelevant fortune. I conduct these activities with a few contacts who require information for other contacts from whom I derive profits. I work in obscurity and constantly looking for a veil to hide one's identity and conceal traces among endless numbers and elaborate strings, and who to most is known as a Hacker.
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It is small and seemingly insignificant details that induce big changes, perhaps because they are deemed negligible or inoffensive.

An encrypted email announced a request for a meeting from a certain contact, with whom I had been doing some research for some time and whom I had never..thought I would meet. I looked at those four lines on the screen with suspicion, considering the fact that for the work I do, it is not as necessary as healthy to meet anyone, nor to show one's face when a synonym on the web is more than enough.

I trashed it to reopen it shortly after. More than a meeting it appeared to me as an ill-concealed plea for help, and the feeling of danger turned it into worthy of attention and evaluation, for what it might imply in terms of security. I did the sorting of IP addresses, temporarily occupied. with which there had been intercourse and beyond that email Cicero, that was the appellation by which he introduced himself, little or nothing was known. He was damnably able, and the suspicion that he knew much more about me, I sensed permeated through those lines which I now found not at all trivial, and such as to give rise to the certainty that behind each letter there lay a noose for my doubts. I replied with one word " Why," the answer came immediately as if time itself had a term: " Grant me your trust and you shall have mine 00044799338."

Cicero, did not add anything else and it was more than enough, that number was connected to my occult line to make a long story short he was aware of my location on the network. I don't think there is anything that can infuriate me more than someone poking around in my life.

I replied to him shortly thereafter enclosing his encrypted account number. The reply was as laconic as it was explicit; " I need your help let's see each other."

Useless to continue that dialogue, I made the appointment directing him to the Albert Pab on Regent Street, if I could not give him any more time to arrange it, it was no small thing.

He accepted by closing the connection, I slipped into the green Barbour and went down to the shed, having to choose a fast means of extricating myself, I donned my helmet and straddled the Boneville.

I drove down the long driveway across the property, parading the towering oak trees that adorned the edges. Late autumn sharpened my melancholic side, and despite the glacial calm I possessed I felt violated in my soul and furious at the insinuation of a stranger into my private life. I vigorously climbed the gears before turning onto the highway leading to the outskirts of London, and those ten kilometers I did with the intention of ruining the life of the one who had intruded into mine, in no uncertain terms. Hackers are a strange breed, usually mercenaries in the pay of the fittest or worse idealists devoted to sacrifice for political, existential, racial, etc. reasons.

Cicero had so far behaved properly, respecting those rules not imposed but dictated by common sense, which were mostly about confidentiality; violating them had shattered his profile and undermined that shaky working relationship from the ground up.

I was neither curious nor interested in his words; I wished to show him my teeth and drive him back into the darkness from which he had emerged, and if I had to I would have annihilated him. I am not a touchy person but, it is advisable not to unleash the remote and dark part of my soul, as this is capable of bordering on delirium.

I do not love London as a city, I am fascinated by its history and essence as the nerve center of a colonial state, I would hate to abandon it and move to another country, if I had to I would go back to Italy, maybe Tuscany or Sardinia.

I was racing through my thoughts and the Boneville, muttering with each climb as I plunged into the center of town. I slowed as I passed the venue deputed for the meeting to stretch the Triumph's kickstand and let it sway on the opposite side of the street.

It must have been nine o'clock in the evening when I entered the Pub that was swarming with customers, from the staircase leading to the upper floor came the classic scent of roast beef with baked potatoes, I mentally savored it for a moment before penetrating into the next room, passing the barman's counter without deigning to glance at him.

I paused at the doors of the packed room, enveloped by the fragrance of the dark beer slinging my gaze over those present. My attention settled on a distinguished-looking gentleman, a lone guest in the packed room who seemed to be waiting. He showed an age that did not match his biographical age but, the folds of his fingers betrayed deception and certain that he was close to eighty. Artificially well-groomed graying white hair and hands clasped in front in apparent absence of thought with his face stretched out and elegantly seated on one of the leather benches placed at an angle in the room.

I approached slowly arousing his attention, awakening his thoughts and removing any remaining doubts about his identity. I sat down next to him opening the conversation and cutting through the pleasantries.

- I did not think there were Coaters of your age. -

- A polite way of saying I am old ?- He replied in an accommodating voice.

- You are !- Now the reason for this meeting - I asked, noting no misgivings about my features and in perceiving that he knew more about me than he showed.

- I ask you not to hold a grudge against me and to listen to what I am about to tell you..My intentions however ambiguous they may seem, have no ulterior motive and if you do not accept my proposal, I can assure you that there will be no consequences in forgetting this meeting -

I nodded my head, turning to look at the seemingly sincere man.

- My name is Adam Loney, a.k.a. Cicero, and I learned in His Majesty's service our trade and other things of which I am not proud..in the twilight of this life and before it ends I must resolve a matter close to my heart. - He said with veiled concern.

- This is a Pub and I am not a priest! For confessional sentimentality is somewhere else you should direct your prayers! - I replied still exacerbated by a still murky situation.

- 'Grant me a few more moments,' he continued after an assent from me, 'I have a loved one who is experiencing a special condition, she is currently in the Palmers Green Clinic here in London and has been in a state of unconsciousness for about a month.... -

He paused showing a suffering face and then resumed - ..She lies in a deep coma after an accident that occurred to her in crossing a street where a stranger driving a car ran her over.... -

I saw the suffering turn into restrained anger and after inhaling deeply resumed -..her brain was not damaged but, she is under forced ventilation. -

- Definitely touching !... - I jotted down with cynical coldness - ..of forced there is also my presence and as culturally steeped as I am in the subject I am not a neurologist. -

Adam, lifted his head regaining dialectical mastery and verve in replying -I know you much more than you might think, I have analyzed your psychological profile down to the smallest detail and on every aspect, morphological, psychological and character..at the time it was my job. -

I avoided showing skillfully contained impatience but, my words were explicit. - Violating my privacy does not put you in the position of a negotiation, and this conversation is reaching the limit of its duration. -

- I am aware of that... - Adam added, assuming an accommodating tone - ..I sincerely ask you to excuse me, I had to make this choice as in your person I place my utmost trust and hopes! -

- I wish I could express the same concept..- I confirmed decisively and beyond intrigued by that strange speech - ..it turns out to be difficult both to believe you and to understand what you are looking for, after fraudulently slipping into my life! -

I inhaled deeply in search of those words that might have opened a crack in the  face of my most steely and grim intransigence. - ..she is my daughter, the only thing in the world that lives in my mind and grants purpose to my life. -

A waiter approached, interrupting the conversation, inviting us to the consumption of a drink or by implication to vacate the place.

Adam, turned his gaze toward me -A tonic water..- I said to the waiter, while he ordered a hot tea.

We remained alone again; -If you have to ask me something get explicit and make sense of this conversation, because I honestly don't know what I could be useful to you in. -

The man resumed, crossing his fingers - ..I would like you to watch over my daughter! -

Everything I would have expected except that proposal, came like a thunderbolt and demolished with a gust of wind the castle of made-up cards, which I had so far well arranged in my mind. I turned to look at him inadvertently with such intensity that he recoiled slightly. - Are you asking me to look after your daughter, like some kind of health aide ?! This is bordering on insanity.

I made to get up but, he raised his hand inviting me to wait. - Give me a few more moments - 

I don't know whether out of sheer spirit of curiosity or the kindness with which he asked me, in fact I resumed listening to that strange story -Your task will be to stay close to her for a few nights and check that everything falls within the canonical hospital operations and report to me on any abnormality or oddity you may detect, for this trouble I will give you twenty thousand pounds -I made to open my mouth but he continued - ..and another twenty when the job is done! -

For a few moments there was a palpable silence and at that juncture other doubts were added to the many already present. - A shitload of money for a trivial caregiver job ? I would like to know what you are getting at and time for this delusional conversation is running out ! -

- I will be explicit - Adam replied - ..my daughter was not the victim of an accident, someone intentionally mowed her down and I think he wants to try again. -

There were a few moments filled by his look and my consequent response. - I am not a bodyguard!

- Nor am I asking you to be, you will be a careful observer and meticulous speaker, nothing else! - He added. It was not money that led me to that decision but, subsequent considerations. - What makes you think I would be capable of performing what you ask ? -

Adam, assumed a professional attitude lowering himself into the part pertaining to his work, -You are reliable, not only because of your condition but, because of the intellectual acumen that characterizes you, you see what is invisible to others and you possess that perception that I would call sixth sense. -

- A polite way of not categorizing me among the normals ? - I replied provocatively.

- Someone to whom I would entrust my daughter's life! -

I stared at him looking in that face smoothed by time and marked by events, for a signal or perception to refuse that offer, without finding it.

- Should I accept, you will have to erase my existence even from your thoughts, and should the situation be different from what you have described, I will keep the advance by abandoning the assignment—those are the terms for the deal! -

My cell phone vibrated wedging my attention to it and I was not surprised to find that my new account balance had levitated by twenty thousand pounds as Adam stowed his in his inside jacket pocket.

I stood up without shaking his hand and turned one last time-what's his name! -He pronounced it with sincere apprehension: - Sophie..her name is Sophie! -

I left the club with that name on my lips, reached the bike and straddled it to return to my den.

Even now I wonder why I agreed to that arrangement, where everything turned out strange and delineated by an aura of mystery. The bike's headlight illuminated the road, and as I approached my destination, doubt for agreeing too quickly and without thinking caught me. Being the antithesis of fatalism I behaved for the first time with sentimental levity, letting feelings condition the iron rationality I wore. He appeared sincere and I had read that in the man's features but, if it was all fiction he would have been credited as a Hollywood star. Then again, what cold and cynical father would put his daughter's life on the line considering the dangerous consequences.

However, I arrived home without waiting for the gate to open wide enough to go through it by grazing it with the grips of the motorcycle. The need to ascertain some information pressed like a press and the shed door, open in an interminable time.

I climbed the stairs after passing through my cars placed in a fishbone pattern without deigning them a glance, caught up in those thoughts. I reached the ground floor by crossing the hall where I threw my coat on one of the tobacco-colored leather armchairs, which had belonged to the Earl of Essex, to penetrate the cigar room now used as a study.

Penetrating hospital databases is like piercing a stick of butter with a hot iron. Two patients reported the name Sophie, one of them in the neurological ward. The medical record signed by Dr. Learn, reports the state of unconsciousness from neuro occipital trauma of Sophie Parker, age twenty-seven. My fingers on the keyboard moved in synergy and brought my gaze back to the timeline of a well-known local newspaper, and as I scrolled through the historian, I stopped on an article listing that name. That accident had really happened, and the article reported place and time, where a girl had been run over by a hit-and-run driver whose trail had been lost. I closed those pages to get into the private files of a well-known Scotland Yard inspector, from his profile I was able with ease to access the files of the ongoing investigation, filed as an accident with improper chance. A very easy way to trash it as a trivial case of impaired driving.

I entered the surveillance circuit at Palmer Hospital and began poking around the wards, certain that a bedridden patient was being followed by a video camera, along with other patients. Cataloged as Parker room 021, I reluctantly pushed that button on the pc that would open the real-time video on the patient to me, I thought violating that unwritten code of ethics on helpless people would lead me to sleazy and unjust conduct.

After all, it was for her own good and with her father's approval but, this I had yet to investigate. The image included audio and that aseptic bed adorned with a single breathing tube partly concealed the girl's face.

I narrowed in on that fair hair and eyelids, imperceptibly half-closed and expressionless. Arms along her sides showed open, delicate hands in a mimicry of a pitiful plea for help, with the index finger of her right hand dipped into a pressure detector. The respirator insufflated air and oxygen in due proportions and with rhythmic cadence perceived by the slight movement of the sheets and the sinister mechanism created by the compressor. The room was bare but, on the bedside table placed on the girl's left was a bouquet of wildflowers, the only sign of human warmth in that cold abode.

She showed no signs of suffering or loss of features, the relative and recent condition still bestowed upon her that beauty granted by her young age and innate temperament.

I remained observing her for a few cathartic moments, awakened by the presence of a burly female operator who displayed the parameters in the various monitors and turned to the girl. Approaching her face, she imposed her thumb on her eyelid, lifting it to observe the glassy pupil. She pinned something to a sheet of paper, folding it into the pocket from which she had removed it, and walked out.

I did so too slightly upset by closing the window on the monitor, got up and descended to the kitchens to make myself a cup of coffee before resuming the hunt and unearthing the information of Sophie's supposed father as well as those who had contractually relegated me to subaltern status.

Information is the means to an alleged truth and it can be the difference between a satisfying or mediocre life, this depends on its quality and reliability. And as I pressed the button to let the creamy drink percolate, I thought back to how much time I had spent making all those about me unobtainable or deviant, to note in the last few hours how vain it had been.

Without sugar, I taste it without sweetening it and appreciate that quality of coffee beans that I personally roast with delicate, light browning but, with the bitterness I carry in me I could have poured the entire sugar bowl into it without noticing any obvious difference.

Every time I go down to the kitchens I think that in addition to the food rack this building would need an elevator. I always use the servants' ones, which they once discreetly walked through to serve in the spacious halls, a tea strictly steeped in the Fourth Earl of Essex. I set down the finely chiseled cup with the coffee residue to resume my quest.

I reached my station, a comfortable extendable chair with handheld keyboard on the right armrest, mouse on the left, and jugular microphone at low intensity. Facing me was a screen that to call a monitor is definitely reductive, being a two hundred inch semi-elliptical with partitions varying from a minimum of four and tending to infinity with voice commands. The interface is definitely sophisticated and elaborate to let you in on it, I have called it ELA and it acts as a portal for all those functions, such as cameras and robotic systems that act as offshoots for eyes, ears and arms. The very residence that once belonged to the Essexes, and now in the hands of yours truly, turns out to be a kind of android with opulent and baroque features but, profoundly automated. Chance is not contemplated and security in what I do is constantly evolving, where systems are advanced at sunrise and obsolete at the first shadows of night.

But the time had come for Sir. Adam Lonely from his apparent gentlemanly guise and show the dark side of my interlocutor.

In fact, there was no such thing, no social security, public work activity or documented assignments but, this I expected and lost time deliberately, searching for the swamped honesty that Adam apparently displayed. Fishing in the murky is even easier, and that transfer led back to a sure trail. Money is the only thing that you personally handle and inevitably propagate without an interposed person.

The tactical handheld keyboard entered the fourteen-digit number of my encrypted account leading to that substantial transfer disbursed without hesitation. It was a foregone conclusion that it was linked to an offshore account deposited in Hong kong, and entering it by circumventing the protection systems allowed me to trace it back to the beneficiary.

A company based in Manila in the Philippines, La Artt Trading Productions, an empty container that smelled like a cover and out of sheer curiosity opened, in one part of the screen with a screen shot of the alleged company's shed, using a Chinese satellite program for weather observations. It lay abandoned with no activity confirming my suspicions.

I went back to the account deposited in Manila and observed the various movements overlooking the thousands of misleading or irrelevant transactions that a software created specifically to conceal the real intentions of the beneficiary.

Among these I focused on some that led to Europe and not without difficulty the source of that tangle emerged. Adam or whoever was withdrawing cash from some ATMs, traceable to the same card.

The cat was out of the bag but, to bag him required a name and address and here strategies changed in form and substance. No matter how adept you are at concealing your identity, if you live in London you have inescapable and unavoidable tracking needs.

I resumed sifting through the movements of the unconventional Credits Card, where with thoroughness and shrewdness I realized that Cicero did not frequent the same place to withdraw, evidently using Cash payments. But no one is perfect and Mr. Loney however shrewd is also without prerogatives.

The imprint had been provided to me by a well-known London Rent car rental company, and though he had rented them at different dealerships, they do not accept Cash payments and the transactions, Only Credits Cards, were pinned to my screen.

The company necessarily has a centralized database, where all the information regarding cars and related customer transactions including Adam's, complete with a dedicated history file.

I could already smell the prey as I set the trap. Rental companies monitor their cars with GPS systems, detecting the location of each car in real time, matching the car to the customer via special program. I put in a so called "Trojan Horse," a spy Gateway virus, which activates as soon as Adam's credit card file is opened, This is displayed in my monitor and when Cicero first gears the vehicle I will be able to track his movements as if I were seated in the passenger seat.

I was feeling some fatigue, generally I read to relax my mind and fall into a hypnotic journey that relaxes the synapses to recover mental energy and follow a psychophysical prophylaxis. It was dawning, and from the monumental stained-glass windows placed to my left, filtered the first evanescences of light extinguished by my peremptory order: Shade the windows !

ElA executed, and the photochromic sensors veiled in a matter of seconds the thick shatterproof glass, equipped with armor capable of repelling an RPG rocket launcher.

No reading, I decided to survey Palmer Hospital and go in person to the place that would become a regular fixture.

I took a shower and in stopping in front of the mirror I saw a slight reflection in my gaze, to call it insecurity would have been disrespectful but, the mirror doesn't lie so I dismissed it as overrated self-esteem.

"ELA...ignition of the Porsche," I ordered the silent and efficient artificial memory. He sensed the rumble of the 911 muttering in the shed, once a refuge for horses and employment for experienced stable boys.

The weather was changing and dense clouds invaded the estate with cool, moist air that promised an approaching thunderstorm. I slipped into the sports car and into my PDA the entire map of the hospital facility, however etched in my mind.



The turbo S, attacked the curves, and consciously I exceeded the allowed limits, unloading that adrenaline built up the night before with compulsive, biting driving. Traffic cooled my sporting intentions, and upon reaching the hospital plexus, I left the car with the heat exchangers still smoking and the hiss of the ventilation on.
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Clinics should look different, even before you enter you know that you will suffer just to visit. Having had the unpleasant experience of staying there has left indelible marks on me and not only in my mind. I liken these places to gambling halls where to enter you turn on a bet where the stakes are something you can never afford to get back.

That time was no different and that sense of revulsion was mitigated by the task I had set for myself. Sworn guards are no exception, comparable to pawns on the chessboard, they are expendable and cannot turn back. I walked past them to note whether they were shrewd in their observation and entered them like a sheet of glass without leaving a trace, and anyway the next times I would use the emergency or operators' entrances, much more discreet.

The video surveillance system was as I expected, partly disabled and poorly maintained, after all, this was not a jewelry store. There was no need to ask for anything, and I took the elevator, pressing the button for the eighth floor.

Sharing that space with strangers can be unpleasant, and the stomach-churning breath of some forced roommates made arriving at the floor a desired goal.

The ward leavened in that morning buzz, with doctors and medical staff but, relatively quiet and moderately crowded. Sophie had been placed in the private room, this made things easier, and I arrived there after walking down a couple of endless corridors.

I hesitated in front of room 021, that door dividing us appeared like a gap, and the foreboding that, gripped that handle there was no turning back, was epidermally tangible. I was enveloped by the pungent aroma of an antiseptic solution, followed by the hiss of the respirator, and I closed the door gently behind me, as if I did not want to wake anyone. I positioned myself with my back to the wall, to avoid being framed by the camera by settling myself in a blind spot.

She was facing me, in the same position I had left her in on my screen, but being there had fueled different considerations. Those upturned palms were of an unnatural whiteness; I lingered on her long, slender fingers, free of any sign of abrasion or bruise. I wanted to move closer but, I could not without arousing the watchful nurse and limiting myself for a few more moments to observation.

Her hair was pulled up behind the respirator strap, which partially concealed her pretty but expressionless face, which the suffering situation evidently conditioned.

She was undoubtedly six feet tall, and from the forms on the sheets she fit a generous forty. Athletic physique, and with approximate certainty she practiced swimming, pronounced deltoids extension of the rib cage, and that slight mycosis on the sole of her left foot confirmed it. I looked for some somatic trait that might confirm Adam's paternity but, everything was vague and adulterated by that condition and at the moment I could not pronounce on it.

I stared at those half-closed eyelids to catch a glimpse of his eyes and perceive something that was currently unnoticeable. Absolute stillness, on the negligible involuntary actions of that woman's body, and I realized how much Sophie and I were in a condition of complete antithesis, for my part in a perpetual state of wakefulness she in a long and prolonged sleep.

In one respect I envied her, suffering sometimes presents itself in disguise, in my case in an unfulfillable desire. Had we met in limbo, I would have proposed the exchange of our bodies, and despite her condition I would have advised her not to accept.

She appeared serene, as if aware that a prince charming would sooner or later dissolve the spell, with a passionate kiss.

It was time to leave but, before I ajar the door, I had the perception of a slight tremor on her fingertips, perhaps I was wrong and as I left the hospital behind I finally chased that thought away.

I reentered with the first drops on the windshield of the car and lightning streaking across the horizon

,triggering a violent thunderstorm. I should have stopped but, I returned facing the violence of nature, with my mind occupied by something else. There were deep gaps in that story and I would have to dig to get a clear idea of what was going on around it. I had been involved in something that placed me in a situation of permanent exposure, and in the first person. Seemingly a detached and solitary observer but, the perception of emotional involvement was taking shape in those early sessions. Where it would lead me yet I was unable to predict but, it was necessary to take precautions.
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