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​Introduction
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MY NAME IS CHARLENE Schneider, but most people call me Charlie. I live in a castle on lake Geneva, but I am not a princess, and it is not the same Switzerland you know, nor the same World you live in. I am a negotiator, and what a negotiator is will become clear very quickly.

You might think this story is about me, but it isn't really. It's a story about great power and what people do with it, about a witch who was not a witch, and a dragon that was not a dragon. It is a story set between how much we know about the universe and how much we still have to learn.

Like all good stories, it is one that starts with a friendship and ends with a romance. It is however not a story for children, nor is it a story for the faint of heart.
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​The Negotiator
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MENDEZ SAT STONE-FACED and confident as both auditors left the room. The fake exchange security contracts for the two shell companies had been completely overlooked in the flood of paperwork that the purchasers and the independent auditors had requested.

So far the chief accountant had kept to the same story, one that would be very hard to disprove. The chief accountant of course, would not deviate one iota from this story; His house, his lifestyle, and his two kids' private school education deeply depended on the nine hundred thousand he had been fed over the past eighteen months. Jail time, and the crumbling of his family's high social standing would be the minimum he could expect if his involvement was ever found out.

The takeover of the bank had come at a perfect time for Mendez to sweep the last traces of the fraud under the carpet. He had used all his influence and a few costly favours to get appointed to the team that would assist the auditors. Now, as a fox in the hen-house, he was in a perfect position to be one step ahead of them. But it all depended upon getting through this audit, and it had stalled.

Once the buyout was completed, it would be easy to ‘lose’ the more incriminating paperwork in the transition and action the insolvency of the two companies. A few eyes might be raised at the cancellation of the large contracts, but there would be nothing they could do by then and the twenty seven million euros would be in his bank free and clear.

Let The ElderNacht think he was still supporting the stupid terrorists cause, he honestly could give a shit anymore. No, this last transaction would be all for him, and would be plenty to furnish the extravagant lifestyle he had already planned out in Honduras. They could keep their seventy-two virgins, he would make his own arrangement with god for a couple of hot Latino chicks, the boat and the beach villa.

He looked again at the other nineteen people around the massive boardroom table, each on a laptop, a tablet or head buried in some folder, he was the lowest of the low, yet he was running rings around all these so-called financial experts. He smiled at the boxes and boxes of folders piled high on every surface surrounding the room that nobody could ever realistically sort through, the real documents were not even here, they were faked and he was about to get away with it for the last time.

But the whole takeover was still awaiting the German audit team, the solicitor and the board of management from the purchasers signing off the accounts. Unfortunately the books didn't quite balance, and they never would.

Everybody on the seller's side were of course trying to be as helpful as possible, not because the sale to this new company was essential for future growth and prosperity, but for the large bonuses they would get from the inevitable share price increase.

The door to the large meeting room opened again and this time it was the Chief Financial Officer who walked in. How this man got the CFO position was something Mendez could not understand, the man’s appointment was nepotism at its finest; one where his golf handicap and who his brother was, was much more important than whatever his financial acumen was supposed to be.

The CFO was his usual inflated self, stout, well dressed and weasel looking. Not a hair from his coiffed head or manicured beard was out of place and his three thousand dollar suit hung just right around his suntanned torso. Just in case this was not enough to mark out his status, his gold Rolex and gold cufflinks were prominently displayed and sparkled for all to see.

The guy however was a joke and not fit for purpose. Mendez thought this company deserved to be taken for every penny it had if this was the high standard they adhered to.

The CFO’s golden smile was for once however hidden by a deep frown, and the reason for his frown became apparent as the CEO and solicitor for the purchasing company appeared behind him. The two company men sat down, but the purchaser’s solicitor remained standing. Something had happened.

“Due to the deadline for the completion of the negotiations being only a week away and the amount of work still to do by the auditors we find ourselves at an impasse. To resolve the impasse, a special negotiator has been requested and appointed.”

Several people turned and looked at each other, but the solicitor ignored them.

“Should this negotiator be satisfied with the conditions of the purchase and accept the current account portfolio then the purchasers will sign the agreement. If however there are any issues raised by the negotiator the takeover contract will be reviewed and may be suspended indefinitely.”

The solicitor delivered the monologue with deadly seriousness and there were a lot of worried faces looking at him, especially from the bank’s board of management.

Oh, this might work out just perfect, thought Mendez happily, his game face unchanged and rapt at attention like the remaining people around the table. Yes, just perfect!

“It is very unusual for an external negotiator to be called,” continued the solicitor. “But the purchaser's largest shareholder is a Swiss pension fund and, as doubts remain, they have insisted. All parties have therefore agreed to the appointment and conditions. She is en-route and will arrive at three.”

A negotiator, thought Mendez, what the hell is a negotiator? In what stupid system does one person, who knows nothing about the deal or the complexities, make a decision for a multi-billion dollar takeover? What the fuck was all that about!

“This is a very serious matter.” Came another voice, the one of the CEO who had now stood up and was sounding as serious as the solicitor.

“The appointment of the negotiator by us does not mean that she works for us. The negotiator is considered a neutral party, and even though the success of the purchase is our desired outcome, the purchasers will abide by whatever decision she arrives at.”

He shifted, looking at each of his team, and Mendez could see the same lingering doubts he had. The solicitor stood back up.

“I have been told that negotiators are also not known for hiding any illegal findings and wrong-doings, and by board agreement she is being given access to everything in your systems under a very strongly worded non-disclosure contract. Both the CEO and the information systems technical director will accompany her to ensure she has access to any system or document she needs.”

“The negotiator will also no doubt request several private one-to-one meetings with you or members of your staff, if this should happen then she will be accompanied by your human resources director.”

After a short silence, the CEO again spoke. “I ask each and everyone of you to speak openly and truthfully to her and go back to your staff and tell them the same. All of us want this acquisition to go through and none of us have anything to hide. I hope I have made myself clear.”

Mendez remained calm and content, but also confused as to what this negotiator was supposed to achieve in the four remaining days that teams of auditors working for the last five weeks could not. His mind went through all the permutations of the questions asked by the auditors and the documentation they demanded but thought of nothing. He glanced briefly at the chief accountant, detecting only the same slight nervousness as the rest of the people in the room.

“I have been informed that negotiators only work on facts, they will detect lies and rarely make wrong decisions, so whatever is currently going through your mind that a single person, with no relation to the company cannot possibly achieve what a large team of professionals can should be suspended.”

He paused, again looking at everyone and ensuring they understood.

“Are there any questions?”

Nobody spoke.

“If there are no further questions then this meeting is adjourned. The board will meet here at three which is the time she is due to arrive. Just be aware, there will be no notes, phones, laptops or recording devices permitted in this room that are not authorised by the negotiator, nobody will take notes but her, and nobody will discuss her, or what they discuss with her without her express permission. So please remove everything as you leave or the IT department who are coming in at 1 p.m. will remove it for you.”

The CEO got up and left, quickly followed by the solicitor and the purchasers. The people remaining looked at each other confused and dropped into small private group conversations before finally everyone including Mendez got up, gathered their laptops and tablets and left the room.

If the speech was supposed to intimidate Mendez, it failed!
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Talk in the office the last twenty four hours had been reduced to whispers where the subject of the company acquisition, and the negotiator were concerned. Not just a woman apparently, but a young attractive one, almost a fucking girl!

Yet whoever she was, Mendez could see the effect she was having on the staff and department heads. From the moment she walked into the building his superiors had been running around in a panic as new requests for information came in.

The HR director was still in a state of shock.

When he first walked in the room and saw a young girl looking at him, his natural instinct to dominate began to rise. But before he had uttered a single word those dark eyes seemed to drill into his head.

“Sit.” Was all she said, firmly, assertively and with a tone nobody had used with him since sixth grade, a tone that said she did not just have the upper hand, but also the power of life or death over him. His almost primaeval response was to move back into a dominant position over the woman, but it was cut-off like a light switch as he saw the man with her, and without a word he sat down in the position indicated.

“Let us be clear Mr Weber, in this room I set the rules and you will not interfere or even talk unless I break a German employment law. I have no interest, nor do I care about the hundreds of silly laws your HR department has, I am talking about German Employment law itself. Therefore Mr Weber you will not speak because I know every single paragraph of those laws. Neither will you interrupt me, take notes if you must and follow up any queries after the interview, but do not do anything to alter the thread of my conversation.”

“If I say something it will be a fact not a guess. Should you interfere I will walk out of that door and explain to your board of management that I could not do my job because of you. They will then, as per contract, forfeit five million dollars and very probably the sale of your company. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly clear,” he said after a few tense seconds.

“Good, then please watch, take notes, and maybe learn.”

He had indeed watched, took copious notes, and learned. He found himself both awed and very impressed.

For the next hour the negotiator called in each of the senior accounting staff and drilled deeply into details of their CV’s and work without references to documents or computers. She picked apart CV’s, asking technical terms he had never heard of and initiating three conference calls to cross-check details of previous companies the employees had supposedly worked at.

Within an hour, two employees CV’s were in tatters, indicating either bogus companies, bogus qualifications or bogus references. One of the men even broke down saying another member of staff had coerced him to hand over confidential information. In every case of impropriety, she stopped just short of accusing anyone of anything.

Yet four other staff had simply walked in, been asked the same simple questions, and walked out without so much as a funny look.

Two hours, just two hours, and his world and his department had been turned upside down. If this trend panned out over all six hundred employees, then hundreds of them would be suspect, thank god she only had a few days.
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The CFO walked into Mendez’s office and requested his presence in the boardroom for an interview with the negotiator. Like everyone else called he was given no warning and no time for preparation.

His anxiousness increased as his meeting was only an hour after the chief accountant was interviewed, relaxing slowly as he remembered a dozen other people had also been interviewed. Coincidences happened!

Mendez walked into the boardroom calmly and confidently. The whole way up to the top floor he was practising his breathing exercises and going over his usual story.

The first man he saw on entering the room was the Human Resources Director. Normally Director Weber was the most intimidating man in the meeting, a man who regularly caused rooms to fall silent as he walked into them. Nobody ever joked in his presence, the man had no sense of humour period and went to sleep reading the company regulations. Yet the man looked beaten and defeated, a shadow of his normal self, and this was something Mendez quite frankly found disturbing.

The HR director was there as a neutral observer and to ensure employment law was adhered to, but his focus was elsewhere. Far from being concerned with the rights of his staff, he was mostly concerned with how his department and its procedures had failed the company he loved so badly. He was used to being given ultimatums by the board and CEO to bypass normal procedures and hire some people because of who they knew. But he had always assumed the procedures they had in place for hiring normal staff were sound, and like any good manager he was now re-assessing his whole world-view.

The fact that Mendez, the silky smooth, smart-talking broker from the eighteenth floor had just walked in, almost didn't register. Finally he met Mendez’s eye, and he rose from his slumped position and smiled, opening his notebook at a new page. This should be fun.

Mendez’s cool eyes moved from the HR Director and around the room, which was when he saw the other man, standing up close to the door. The new man was barely noticeable until he was, like a tiger in long grass was barely noticeable until you saw its teeth. He was motionless, his dark suit barely hiding his strong physique, and his blue eyes hard, taking in everything, and going over Mendez's slim frame and seemingly dismissing him as an insignificant threat.

This man was not one of the usual pretend thugs, those who hung around providing muscle and intimidation for gang bosses, or men like his stupid brother prepared to walk-the-walk for someone who would only talk-the-talk. No, this man looked totally professional, forged from years of military training and he exuded a demeanour that terrified him. He was in no doubt that this man was a trained efficient killer, one who had killed before, and that tucked under that Armani suit was a weapon, loaded and ready to be used.

In contrast to the two men, the woman negotiator seemed at first glance to be a kitten. Even pre-warned she was nothing like he expected, younger and even more beautiful. Her presentation was immaculate from her shoulder length brown hair, dark outfit, to her medium heeled shoes. At first glance that was all she seemed, until you looked closely.

The normal traits of a business person were missing entirely, there was no laptop, no briefcase or even documents in front of her, only something he at first thought was a pocket calculator, then saw was an actual dumb phone, one with a real keypad and tiny display. That alone told him that she had a personal assistant below her to run her affairs. He knew the brand, a Swiss one which eschewed practicality for privacy, one that was almost useless to anyone in this connected age.

To a fashion snob, such as Mendez, everything about her screamed influence and power. The Chanel tweed suit, the Cartier watch, the Gucci bag, any of which cost more than his car, not status symbols, but used for practical purposes and left hidden or obscured in a way that no movie star or socialite would dream of doing.

Like a high court judge the woman owned the room, her dark eyes stayed focused, analysing and processing with no thoughts of deferral until there was something more important.

Everything about her screamed she was totally in control of the other two men, and he suddenly found himself not looking at a young attractive woman, but at his executioner.

“Sit down Mr Mendez.” She said, indicating the seat opposite her and the HR Director, and one where his back was to the door and the bodyguard.

It wasn't a request, it was an order. Mendez took a slow breath, keeping his exterior look calm and professional. Despite his analysis she was still after all just another highly paid auditor who had had less than twenty four hours looking at the same data the current auditors had been sifting through for weeks. He sat down confident and relaxed, meeting the negotiator's eyes. She did the same, analysing him with her dark eyes, it was disturbing and he broke off contact before five seconds had elapsed, focusing instead on the room and seemingly giving the silent cue for her to begin.

“Tell me about your involvement in the company's loan agreements during the past twelve months?” She said without preamble or introduction and in a voice that offered no ambiguity.

Mendez relaxed, breathing out, so nothing about the Dubai companies..

“..Specifically your dealings with the two security exchange companies in Dubai,” the woman continued as she got up and walked over to a pile of documents.

“Please take all the time you need Mr Mendez.”

Oh god! The chief accountant must have said something, but the documents they had here were faked, and would back up their story so long as nobody actually tried to contact the fake shell companies.

His nervousness however must have shown on his face as the HR director briefly gave him one of his renowned thousand yard stares before writing something in his pad and glancing over at the back of the woman’s head.

The negotiator had gone to a very specific pile, the one he knew contained the same documents the auditors had already gone through. Even worse she had gone specifically to the folders containing the details of the Dubai companies. It was scary, the woman did not search or reference anything, she had gone straight to the correct pile and straight to the bottom two folders which she was now extracting.

“In your own time Mr Mendez,” she said again deadpan as she returned to the desk, ignoring the two new folders and looking again directly into his eyes.

He relaxed a little, it was just luck, a random pick, he knew every word and figure on both of them, but could that bastard Schulz have made some sort of mistake, one the original auditors missed but this woman had somehow picked up?

His mind went through what he had put on the falsified documents as he got his act together internally. Then he repeated his story, the one he had done with the other auditors and the one he knew by heart.

But the woman was still not even looking at the documents in front of her, hell she hadn't even taken her eyes off him once to glance down at them. Something did not feel right. His glances moved between the negotiator and the folders then to the HR Director whose gaze was deliberately averted from the two other people and focussed entirely on him.

The pregnant pause as he finished his spiel was more unnerving still. The next question surprised him again.

“The loan to Cayman securities four months ago was for how much?” She said it deadpan, again referring to nothing and not averting her gaze once from him.

“Er, I am not exactly sure, if I could grab the relevant notes I could certainly check the exact amount.”

“Thank you Mr Mendez, that will not be necessary.”

She turned to the HR Director, “I have no further questions for Mr Mendez at this time, he is free to leave. I will speak to Frau Hertzog next.”

The bitch did not even address Mendez directly, what the fuck did she want to know about the Cayman Securities loan, at least that one was legit. He breathed an internal sigh of relief looking at the HR Director, then back at the woman who was still staring at him, then back to the HR Director who finally nodded. He got up and without any further comment walked out relieved but still slightly nervous. Maybe he should get out now just buy the plane tickets and disappear, the money would go automatically to his accounts, but it might look suspicious if he moved too early.

His anxiety fell away like a sheet as he left the room and entered the open office area. Nobody was looking at him strangely, and the big scary guy had not moved a muscle during the whole twenty minutes he was in there. He checked his watch again, yes it had actually only been twenty minutes. He walked slowly back to the corridor and the elevator. He was going to the ground floor, he seriously needed a smoke and then he would grab that bastard Schulz and ensure he had not said anything.
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The large blonde haired man slowly walked into the boardroom, dominating it, and causing the six men and two women to instantly go silent. The negotiator woman walked in confidently directly after him, along with two other men, one in the uniform of a police inspector. They all knew something had happened.

The blonde haired man took up his usual position next to the door after walking around the room, his stance indicated anything but relaxed, his eyes again taking in anything and everything except for the negotiator.

The uniformed policeman remained standing but the other sat down at a spare seat. The woman negotiator remained standing and moved to the focus of the boardroom table.

“These two gentlemen are from the Munich police, Commissioner Goebbels and Inspector Von-Gruden. I have asked these gentlemen here as three of your staff are currently being arrested for securities fraud and extortion. Only three men are involved but the fact they could do this exposes a massive weakness in your company's internal hiring and auditing practices. I have already presented my findings to the purchasers and I believe your negotiations are now temporarily on hold while they consider the future of the purchase and until these matters are resolved.”

The CEO stood up abruptly causing the bodyguard standing next to the door to flinch ever so slightly, his hand moving briefly towards his jacket breast. The CEO and everybody noticed and he kept his arms and hands in plain sight open and unthreatening.

“This is not possible. You cannot just accuse three of my staff..”

“Please be seated, Herr Mann,” she said forcefully, and in a voice used to being obeyed. A sense of fear washed through the room as she interrupted him causing a few people including the CEO to shake, the sensation dissipating as quickly as it came.

“The evidence has already been procured and presented to the police, and as we are all signatories to the same contract you understand all criminal matters uncovered will be reported to the authorities. I will not allow any argument. This matter is criminal under German laws and this supersedes all and any corporate decision.”

She paced along a cord cutting the partial circle of people. “You should be grateful that nepotism is not illegal as I find the level of incompetence of some employees, even some in senior positions, to be shockingly bad even for a company such as this. Nepotism and incompetence are however not within the scope of my contract, the ninety seven million euro hole in your accounts, on loans to fake Dubai companies is. The fact some of that money was likely destined to finance some sort of terrorism organisations also makes it criminal. You let that slip through, and as you may expect the purchasers are very unhappy.”

She continued her pacing. “My job as a negotiator is to neutrally present all the facts, this I have done. It was my recommendation to the purchasers not to continue the purchase without a further review of ongoing securities contracts and a review of your internal procedures.”

As she said the word “not” she could feel the level or ire rise in the room but totally ignored it and continued unbroken.

“The purchasers will contact you to let you know if they have accepted my decision or not. I now hand you over to Hr Commissioner Goebbels and Inspector Von-Gruden, who will explain your further obligations under German law.”

She waited a few seconds for the obvious reaction but it did not come, the negotiator was well aware the issues of this company extended all the way to the top, a few competent people were carrying the weight of a lot of incompetent ones, which never ended well, especially for a would-be purchaser.

The presence of the police and her bodyguard had however effectively muted any reaction, and the simmering thoughts from the people in the room remained just that.

Without further engagement the negotiator turned and walked out the door, the bodyguard falling in behind her without so much as a glance.

The five million dollars charged for her four days' services paled into insignificance against both the ninety seven million euro fraud, the criminal charges and the damage and publicity that would follow.
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“Thank you Carl,” the woman said to the bodyguard as he fell in just behind and to the side of her in the elevator down. She had neither looked at nor acknowledged the man.

“I know it seems like you contribute nothing in situations like this, but you allow me to do my job without inference for which I am immeasurably grateful.”

“Nice suit by the way.”

The man’s demeanour remained unchanged, his focus remained on his surroundings; if there was a response to the woman’s complement it was undetectable, but she somehow remained satisfied by it.
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Charlie lay in the soft bed, her arms outstretched and the back of her head buried up to her ears in the fluffiest down pillow ever, her brown hair wild like the rays of a badly drawn sun.

The real sun had just reached the top floor window hitting the back wall next to her bed. She was watching dust motes rise and fall in the still air above her, contemplating life, and enjoying the lazy time while she waited for the cafe on the promenade to open. She wasn't sure why she was waiting for this cafe to have breakfast, it just felt right.

As she focussed on a mote of dust, it would rise in the air until it left the shaft of sunlight and disappeared. She thought it was fascinating how so little could change their path, a breath, the heat from a body, even a thought seemed enough. Watching them was a meditation of sorts, like counting sheep, or a deep breathing exercise, and Charlie would consciously attach an irrelevant memory to each mote and watch as it floated out of her mind. Eidetic or not, the mind was not infinite, and the dream-fairy had to occasionally be called to chase out those unimportant memories.

The shaft of light disappeared, presumably behind a cloud and moved her attention to the present.

Time, she thought, was a strange phenomena! Waiting for a long-haul journey to end or sitting through a boring monologue, the seconds would slow as if dragged through treacle; yet at times like this, holidays with friends, the embrace of a lover, or the first bite of a dark chocolate, it would end far too quickly. In her mind it was as though the hormones controlling pleasure conspired to rob the brain of its timekeeping ability.

Charlie thought a lot, about a lot of things, and at a level most normal people would not comprehend. When it came to her thoughts of time and the human mind, she knew it was not like anything humans had yet designed, it did not tick at a certain rate, refused to be broken into instructions, there was no program counter, nothing at all recognisable we or Von-Neumann could understand. With the mind, like most other sciences, there was always more that was unknown than there was that was known. She thought about this now, as time was something you could never get back.

Her recent assignment to Munich was last minute, which was why she was now lazing in a hotel in Montreux and not one in Queenstown, New Zealand. Bethany was of course thrilled to get a last minute invite to the jazz festival. The two girls had had a great five nights, reminiscing about school days, dressing up, flirting with boys, and dancing to the great music. It felt like a fitting compensation to Charlie, redressing the balance of lost and free time.

Top hotels, like this one, always kept ‘spare’ luxury apartments for those who would pay, or for those exclusive guests they dare not refuse. Charlie felt privileged to be counted in both groups, and a simple call to the right person was all it ever took. It was a privilege she rarely invoked.

Like all good times it came to an end. Bethany flew home last night to Barcelona, and Charlie needed to return home to prepare for another assignment. Negotiators had a very special contract, one with a country and an ideal, and life would surely throw her plenty more curve-balls.

As she lay on the bed her internal clock told her another of those good times had come to an end too quickly. Charlie sighed, got purposefully up from the bed, and walked naked into the bathroom. Life went on.
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Charlie knew that she spent far too long in the shower and far too long pampering her shoulder length mousy hair, and it took another fifteen minutes to brush and dry it. She was not vain, but presentation was everything with her work, the people she dealt with expected it, and years of finishing school made it feel routine.

The sun returned from behind its cloud, and was now almost touching the mirror she was using, and for a second her mind threatened to slip off on to another tangent.

She picked a loose white blouse, just because it looked nice in the sun, then a matching light brown skirt from the dozen outfits hanging in her wardrobe. She had worn both when she arrived, but both had been dry cleaned and lightly pressed since then and looked as good as if they had come off a rack in Prada.

Ignoring the formal fancy shoes in the shoe rack, she put on the same white Sneakers she wore the night before. This was as dressed down as Charlie was normally prepared to go, unless she was around a swimming pool or on a beach. But Charlie's life was far from normal.

After checking herself in the full-length mirror she slipped on the dainty little gold watch, a gift from a grateful client and wound it five times. Like the factory reset she had done to her phone before she slept, it was just a routine she got into.

Travelling was an art form, one she had mastered very early from her mother. She didn't exactly travel light, but she did travel efficiently; her luggage generally travelled separately to her, and she bought or hired as necessary, leaving wardrobes in countries she regularly visited.

Charlie had checked-in to find her clothes hanging in the wardrobe, pressed and ordered, and when she checked out, they would be packed and couriered home just the same. Anything she hired and liked she kept, if not she returned it. Walking around stations and airports and seeing people struggling with massive suitcases, she wondered why anybody did it any other way.

She packed her small toiletries bag into her little shoulder pack and zipped it close. Her phone was tucked in the pack’s side pocket, and without re-checking the room, why would she? She walked out to the lift. She sensed Carl rather than saw him. Carl was very good.

At precisely ten minutes before eight she dropped her room key card at reception, settled the invoice with a nod, tipped the staff who were especially efficient and friendly, slipped on her hat and sunglasses and exited the hotel.
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The cafe she had frequented the last few mornings was maybe five minutes from the hotel and not quite open. She could see the lights were on, and the people inside, busy preparing to open, so walked into the cafe patio, and to her specially chosen outside seat.

The morning air was clean and smelled faintly of baking bread and cinnamon. The lake was flat, and the hotel behind the cafe held back the rising sun from the picturesque patio. The faint noise of the distant traffic and hum of a ferry’s diesel engine contrasted with the sound of birds in the trees, and the lapping of small waves on the shore. The overall effect was much more pleasant than it sounded.

The same waitress she had yesterday, walked out of the cafe and up to her smiling, it wasn’t a fake smile either, the girl liked her job and generally liked the clientele she served, she remembered Charlie.

“Good morning Miss, nice to see you again and such a beautiful morning, they say the weather is going to stay perfect for the rest of the festival.”

The girl delivered it in pleasantly accented French. She was young, tanned, quite pretty, maybe nineteen years old, and three or four years younger than Charlie. Her presentation would fool most but to Charlie it spoke clearly of a more working class upbringing rather than the posh private schools of Monaco, Cannes or Saint-Tropez which Charlie knew she was aiming to achieve. She genuinely wished her luck.

Charlie smiled back at the girl. “My last day in Montreux, but I wanted to end my visit on a high, in the nicest cafe in town.”

The complement got its desired response as the girl beamed. “If I remember yesterday, you and your friend both had cappuccino with cinnamon, and butter croissants. But, if I can make a suggestion, our best pastry chef only works on Friday and she has just baked some almond croissants, they are very popular and go quickly.”

“Then a large cappuccino and an almond croissant it is then,” Charlie smiled.

The waitress ticked her iPad with a finger and walked off, her wonderfully proportioned hips, that would cause most males heads to turn, swaying perfectly but unfortunately wasted on the wrong audience.

The next few minutes were wonderful, one of those times she thought of as she lay in bed earlier that she wished she could extend forever. However, it was now Charlie who was the mote of dust, being here and not New Zealand, staying last night, having breakfast here and not the hotel, they were all random drifts in her life. Nothing and nobody it seemed was immune to entropy.

Charlie's almost eidetic memory allowed many things to be recalled, but unfortunately the smell of the clean still air with waves of fresh coffee and baking, the coolness of the breeze on her skin and the crazy complexity of the vista meant it would never have the same effect remembered as experienced. People, she thought, lived, worked and struggled through life to experience moments like this.

The order came five minutes later, just as a casually dressed young man sat down in a seat two tables over. He would probably have sat at the table next to Charlie, but the cafe was still empty and it might be construed as forward or presumptuous to invade her personal space; well at least by a gentleman.

She recognised him from the day before, remembering that he had sat at the table she was now at, and felt a tiny bit guilty that she may have probably spoiled some sort of morning ritual for him, she smiled at his next thought it was always nice to be appreciated.

The croissant and the coffee looked and smelled to die for, she was thankful for her fast metabolism that helped keep her trim despite her somewhat sweet tooth, and as she briefly closed her eyes and savoured her first sip it totally took her attention from the kindly looking stranger.

Two female sparrows that had been hopping around the floor, flew up and landed on the back of the chair opposite her, eyeing the crumbs from the first bite of her croissant. A seagull landed close by on the ornate fence, impetuously waiting an opportunity to ambush either her, or the poor little brown predators after they made their move. She kept her attention on both as she still savoured the first bit of the moist flaky croissant.

“It doesn't matter how hard you stare at them, they won't go away,” said the young man casually in English as she expected, and just as all the birds flew off.

Charlie casually moved her gaze to the man, her cup close to her face as she inhaled, then took a small sip of her coffee.

He was smiling at her, his thinking first confused why the birds had flown off, then embarrassment for such a bad opening line, and finally relief at her smile which, he guessed correctly, was genuine. He turned away to hide the slight embarrassment and finished opening his small laptop; an almost comically stereotypical student favourite MacBook air in gold.

“You were here yesterday.” Charlie replied nonchalantly, placing her elegant white cup back on its matching elegant white saucer and giving him what she considered was one of her nicer smiles.

He turned his head back, relief on his face that she had replied and not thought him some weirdo. He wisely kept quiet, waiting for her to finish the sentence.

“I remember you sat in this spot, it really is a pleasant location, the views on a perfect day like today should really be savoured and appreciated.”

It was difficult for most women to tell if a man was hitting on them or just being friendly, and as she read him more fully she saw both. A Frenchman would have mentally undressed her by now, an Italian man mentally undressed her, bedded her, and would be waiting for her to cook him breakfast and meet his mother! This poor man had no time for any of that as he was mentally translating French to English, word-by-word, missing half of them and badly conjugating the verbs. Her smile almost turned into a small laugh, replying in French had been a little cruel.
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Michael had come a little early so he could practise some more of his beginners French with the cute waitress, and, more importantly, without too many people listening. It had been a hard task engaging anyone in conversation, and he was initially a little disappointed when he saw someone at the table he had sat at yesterday. But his disappointment quickly turned to elation as he saw it was the same young attractive brown-haired woman who was at the cafe the day before.

When he saw her yesterday she was drinking and laughing with the black-haired, tanned girl who looked a little younger than her. He had originally tagged the pair as totally unapproachable to someone like him, as they wore expensive looking clothing, were deep in conversation in something he thought was probably Spanish, and both seemed well out of his league in the looks department; but here she was, the cuter one, alone, smiling, and absolutely beautiful.

Charlie in turn watched the young man going through his mental exercises. Young men were amongst the easiest to read, and this man was an open book. He wasn’t really her type, but she found she liked the casual yet unthreatening countenance he emitted, his pleasant dress and attitude and his nice smile.

She picked up that the suggestive way she was moving her fingers up and down the cup was having some small and unintended effect on the man, and stopped.

“As you are probably new to Switzerland, and being English, probably too polite to ask, I won't be offended if you want to join me. Though you do look like you’re kind of busy.” She pointed at the open laptop with the hand not holding the coffee.

Charlie had changed to English, a very easy and flawless English, Michael thought, accented in a way that eluded to a strata of society he could never attain to, but he was sitting in an area known for the rich, the famous and the glamorous.

His smile widened. “Thank you, that's very nice of you. I would love to join you.” He folded his notebook shut and pushed it into his little grey generic rucksack then walked the five metres to her table.

He put his hand out. “Michael James, from England and temporary resident of Montreux for the next few weeks. I enrolled myself in a voluntary fast-track French language course here a week ago, hoping to get a little bit more of the lingo before I start my new job. The timing was very deliberate because I really wanted to attend the jazz festival too.”

“Well, pleased to meet you Michael James from England! You can call me Charlie, also a temporary resident of Montreux.” She replied normally in French, smiling at him as his face fell. She could see the little cogs in his mind again processing the French and popping each French word in the sentence into its English one.

“Sorry, I almost got it,” he said sheepishly, apologising for nothing, the same way most British people tended to do. “But I really have only just started learning, and still really only at beginners level. I did understand most of what you said though.”

“So, Michael James, as you are learning, and we are having a conversation, what would you say to me next?”

“..In French of course!” She added cheekily, watching his face fall. Putting people on the back-foot was of course what she did and it was sometimes a hard habit to break with strangers.

Charlie waited, taking another bite of her croissant and secretly enjoying the mental discomfort she was putting the young man through. She thought it was strange he had not shown any such discomfort with the waitress when ordering his coffee, though to be fair, the waitress was all smiles, and a little flirtatious even for a French woman; she was unlikely to question his poor, bordering on terrible, use of the language if there was possibly a tip in it for her, and he was cute.

His deep thought evaporated slowly into a smile. “Thank you, you are very nice for letting me join you for your coffee.”

Charlie cringed at the mistakes, hiding her feelings well. The meaning was perfectly understandable, and the accent was not too shabby, for an Englishman. But she knew many French people who would use it as an excuse to change immediately to English, only to ironically murder the English language in the same exchange. She had no such qualms however, everyone started with training wheels on.

Hiding her thoughts with a smile, she dusted up a few crumbs and powdered caster sugar from next to the half-eaten croissant with her wet finger, again noticing how such as simple action could become suggestive to the male mind and laughing to herself how they kept reading things into every innocent action.

“Well, Michael James, that was.. interesting, but I guess we all have to start somewhere, I would have started by using the more familiar form of ‘you’ since we are after all sharing a coffee. Such familiarity may not work with an older or married woman, but for a young woman or one you had shown an interest in, it would be perfectly acceptable.”

He blushed a little, then she corrected his sentence and made him repeat it. He finished just as the waitress came back with his coffee. The waitress looked at Michael nodding slightly, then smiled and winked at Charlie. She said in French to Michael.

“Would sir like anything else?”

“Non, merci.” Michael replied in what, to Charlie, sounded like quite a normal local accent, and it was easy to tell there was no English to French mental conversion.

“Tres Bien, Michael. So, from Oxford to Switzerland, I assume you are going to be working at the European Organisation for Nuclear research as one of the researchers. To tell the truth there are not many other companies that will employ someone who cannot speak the language.”

Charlie rolled the sentence out in normal French and he looked at her strangely, working the words in his head, but totally failing. He fixated on the word Oxford in his mind. God she hadn't even had to use her gift for any of that.

“Sorry, my bad, Michael,” she laughed heartily after several painful seconds, “you spoke your last sentences in French with such nice pronunciation, I forgot you were still a noob.”

She hadn't of course, she never forgot anything unless she wanted to. But she was enjoying the innocent little game she was playing with the nice Englishman. Again she smiled and repeated it more verbosely in English, “I said I assume that you are working at CERN, an engineer, or some sort of scientist?”

“Yes, er, well a data scientist. And you mentioned Oxford, how did you know I came from Oxford, am I that obvious?” He said in English in a confused tone.

“A little bit of a guess really, you certainly don’t dress or act like any businessman I know, your laptop bag does say Oxford University on it, and the most obvious giveaway is that CERN is probably the only company in Switzerland where anyone could get a full time position without speaking the language, and it generally only employs smart people.”

“You do realise they generally speak English in CERN don’t you? Outside of the complex is a different matter but inside it is a bit like a different country, neither Switzerland nor France.”

“Have you been to CERN?” He asked enthusiastically, and giving up on his French for the time being. He had taken a sip of his cappuccino but had paused and was now maintaining eye contact with her, trying his best to act like a gentleman and not get distracted by the tantalising glimpses of flesh her loose blouse and knee length skirt offered.

She saw his thoughts, his face, his expression, his smile, his stance, his clothing and his voice; all were pleasant, all were complimentary, none were vulgar. Unlike most women, who looked at a man and fixated on the looks, then how rich the guy looked, (or the other way around in the case of her friendly waitress), Charlie read and summarised the whole package, and Michael had passed the first test.

She put down the half-full coffee cup, and slightly adjusted her skirt to show slightly less leg in case the inevitable distraction should occur. “I had a small tour of the facility with my mother eight years ago, a few years after the Higgs boson was discovered and just before the collider was closed for upgrades.” She didn't mention that the ‘guide’ was the director of CERN, and it was to route out a corrupt contractor, it was neither relevant nor appropriate in this conversation.

Michaels demeanour improved as the conversation returned both to English and his specialist subject. “Yes I was in my first year of high school when they announced the Higgs boson, I was always good at mathematics even back then, and now, twelve years later, here I am back at school again learning French; My high school French teacher would be shocked, I think she saw me as a bit of a disappointment.”

Michael unconsciously ran his hand through his hair and paused, his relaxed smile breaking through to Charlie as he finished his sentence. “It’s actually quite nice to see a beautiful woman take an interest in the sciences though.”

“Why thank you Michael, you are very flattering,” she said, putting down her almost finished coffee, “but I do take a rounded interest in most subjects. You are quite interesting yourself, a southerner who is not a southerner, with a MacBook that is not a MacBook. It speaks of an interesting history and some degree of intelligence, though the latter is a given considering who your employer will be.”

Her phone rang.

“Excuse me, I need to take this, only four people have this number, and one of those has just flown back to Spain, so it is probably important.”

She pulled a thin, narrow, black phone from the side pocket of her backpack, Michael could see a keypad and small display and was a little shocked as realised he was not looking at a smartphone. The woman then got up and walked a short distance almost out of Michaels hearing.

Charlie wasn't on the phone long, maybe thirty seconds, and he thought he caught the French words for ‘commissioner’, ‘Interpol’ and ‘Geneva’ before she hung up. She walked back in a sexy and sophisticated way that must have been trained from birth, then sat down and popped the phone back in the side pocket it came out of.

She sighed. “It does not matter how many bows and ribbons you tie something up with, there are always more questions, life was so much simpler in the past.”

“I heard that a lot from my grandmother, I hope it is not anything too serious.”

“No, just loose ends, reports, paperwork, the glue of bureaucracy that slows down progress, but nothing the office cannot handle.”

It certainly sounded a bit more serious if Interpol and a police commissioner were involved thought Michael, but he could have misinterpreted the whole exchange based on a few words picked out of a stream of overheard French. She could of course be a reporter, or even a writer researching a book, just what were this woman's secrets?

It was weird, she had done a lot of the talking, yet he realised he knew absolutely nothing about her apart from her name. There were so many questions, who was she? Why was she talking to or about a police commissioner? How did she know so much about him? Hell he didn't even know her second name or what nationality she was!

“You are a very interesting woman Charlie,” he finally said.

This really wasn't like Michael, he was generally much more in control of the initiative; now he could see the phone call, his short hesitation, and his bland compliment about how interesting she was, had given her the excuse to finish the last bits of her croissant and finish her coffee. He could feel the sense of a missed opportunity looming.

She pulled a green bank note out of a small purse that had appeared from nowhere, and placed it on the table, under the salt shaker.

“Anyway Michael, it was wonderful to meet you, while I would love to sit and talk more with you, I do have to get back to Geneva. Enjoy your coffee on me as an apology for taking your table and especially for you being such interesting company.”

He did not even think about arguing the bill, and as Charlie pushed her small purse back into the side pocket of the backpack, and, as she readied to leave she caught the disappointment in his face.

She hesitated a few seconds, maintaining eye contact, then pulled a business card out of her rucksack and handed it to him. “Maybe if you are ever in Geneva you can look me up and we can maybe grab another coffee. I will even let you pay. Though do not be too hasty to accept Michael, as I will expect all our future conversations to be in French. Think of it as just a little more incentive for you to learn.”

She winked more suggestively than was intended, got up, and put her small pack over her shoulder to leave.

Michael stood up also, trying to think of something, anything to say, and also hide his disappointment that she was leaving. He was both surprised and elated when she came in and air-kissed him gracefully on both cheeks. “Au-Revoir and Bon-Chance Michael James.”

She strolled purposefully towards the cafe exit, before he could fumble the right French word for goodbye, then he found he was too choked up to talk. Charlie didn't need to glance back, the man’s puppy-dog eyes, and his oscillating emotions said everything she needed to know. What she couldn’t understand though, was why she did it!
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The tall well built blond haired man in the dark suit stood like a statue in the shadows of the trees and buildings close by and watched the encounter like an eagle, then slipped away to follow the woman.
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Michael was, to say the least breathless, and to tell the truth, a bit shocked. He had never experienced trouble finding the next words, and usually had no problems talking to women, teachers and colleagues. People said he was gifted in that way, smart, funny, approachable, extremely intelligent and (his last resort) had some financial independence, courtesy of his grandparents inheritance which gave him a small house in Yorkshire he rented out to supplement his income.

This was the first time in his adult life that he had ever felt helpless and not in full control.

He looked at the business card he was still holding in his hand. It was a high-quality card, black, with the word ‘Charlie’ and an email address below it. Nothing else, he turned it over; blank.

He returned his gaze to the exit where she had just departed, hoping against hope that she would walk back, maybe run into his arms so he could smell her hair and feel her touch.. What! God he was losing it, those were the thoughts women had, not intelligent logical men like him!

He stared at the point she exited from for nearly thirty seconds until he realised he was still standing up, looking stupid, and his coffee was getting cold.

Finally he sat down, took hold of his rapidly cooling coffee and looked at the fifty franc banknote she had placed on the table. Switzerland was probably the most expensive country in the world, but two coffees and a Danish, came to nineteen francs at most. His confusion was shaken more as two sparrows jumped back up on her now empty chair opposite him, and a seagull landed heavily in the exact same spot it had been before.
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Michael looked at the business card again for what seemed like the hundredth time; Two words ‘Charlie’, and an email address, it said nothing, and now he realised it said everything. He opened his notebook, a top end MacBook Air which he had re-installed with his favourite operating system and opened his web browser.

The website for the email domain was a faceless landing page unspecific to any area or business, it had the contact details and bio for a Mrs Alice Bortolusso, an executive secretary who had several titles after her name, none of which he knew. He entered general searches and backtracked company and domain registrations and got nothing but the same government PO Box in Bern. No news articles, no clients, no reviews.

He went through everything he could remember about the conversation, not trusting his memory and pulling out a paper pad and pencil, he always kept handy, to scribble the bullet points. That was when he realised that some of the things she had said were quite scary, ‘a southerner who was not a southerner’ He had moved from Yorkshire to South London when he was six! A guess? maybe one of the words he had said was said in his old accent.

But what about ‘a MacBook that is not a MacBook’ He had bought the Apple laptop for its amazing hardware, but how could she possibly know he had replaced its operating system? And the birds? For god's sake what was all that about? As they had flown away he remembered this sudden sense of danger at the same time, yet there was nothing, had they really just left her alone because she stared at them?

He spent a minute looking back at the birds and trying to out-stare the seagull as Charlie had done. The seagull ignored him and flew straight back when he shooed it off, same with the sparrows. He was shaken from his concentration by the waitress standing next to him and a slight note of concern in her voice. She had said something, but he did not know what. He smiled at her, replied it was nothing, then asked for a refill, all thoughts of the beautiful waitress now moot.

He wrote down how Charlie looked, how she was dressed, the phone type, the tiny gold watch, the backpack, which an image search said was either a fake, or a twelve thousand dollar Gucci. Despite having the most minimal sense of women’s fashion, he already knew the answer.

He wrote down a list of questions, underlined specific words, added times and the location, then closed both his paper notebook and his MacBook, mentally exhausted.

He looked again at the card, took a photo of it, as business cards were out-dated in his opinion, and realised he had a lot to think about before he sent that email. For some reason he now found the prospect of learning her language had moved from a chore to an enthusiasm; an enthusiasm he had not felt for years.

The biggest question though was why did Michael suddenly feel like a little puppy who had just rolled over and had his belly scratched!
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Charlie, on the other hand, knew everything she needed to know about Michael James; It took neither an extensive google search or a lookup from any of the dozen agency databases she could call on, it took a few minutes over a coffee in a lakeside cafe.

Carl fell in next to Charlie as they walked to the large black Mercedes. She got in the passenger seat, realising how easily she could have delayed her return and enjoyed a little more of the man’s company, he was after all one of those rare men she felt comfortable with, and one who looked at the whole package, not just at the wrapping.

“Thank you Carl,” she said to the large blonde haired man. “I really appreciated your discretion on this trip, sometimes it is just nice to be able to walk around and behave like a normal person.”

The man smiled faintly. Carl, like most of the agents she had known, were not big talkers, but his loyalty was unquestionable. A thanks was the minimum he deserved for not spooking the people around her.

His surface thoughts never seemed to stray from his job when she was with him. He was pretty new, and exceptionally well built even for a bodyguard, having been assigned to her a year ago when she had been secretly appointed as negotiator in a very delicate matter between Russia and Norway. It was over a disputed border skirmish and had threatened to escalate badly as a lot of egos were on the line. It was also very unusual as in this case the Russians were not the aggressors. The two Norwegian border guards had been complicit in the rape, murder and cover up of the Russian female private who had strayed onto their territory.

Charlie had been impressed by Carl's single focus and professionalism and made a special request of the Norwegian defence secretary and prime minister to allow him to be assigned as her permanent bodyguard. The precedent had already been set before by her mother requesting the same of the British with Simon twenty years previously.

Carl was a very rare person, a lethal killing machine, one she had personally witnessed in action, and a person with a quiet, focussed mind, one possessing a deep sense of loyalty to the person he protected. Neither Charlie nor Gerty, had ever sensed any trace of maliciousness or deception from Simon nor Carl, and while other guards had come and gone, barely an hour in some cases, these two remained special.

Carl had replaced Harriet, who had been with Charlie since she was seventeen, and who had sadly left to start a family at the end of last year.

Charlie’s mind recalled the last assignment again, a simple acquisition that had gone awry and led to the uncovering of a massive case of embezzlement. They were getting called more and more into large business deals, ones directly involving Swiss businesses, and away from political and legal matters. It was within the contract to do this, but was getting more off the spirit of the original negotiator role, she would need to have a talk with her mother.

All her assignments were agreed on and assigned by a special committee called the negotiator liaison office in the capital, Bern. There was no published website, no business listing, no phone numbers you could call to hire a negotiator. Negotiators had a contract only to the Swiss government and to the Swiss people.

The outcome of their work could determine the lives of people or affect multi-billion dollar deals like the recent one; but they also negotiated contracts for top positions in government or industry where the integrity of the person was paramount, assisted police and Interpol and provided fair arbitration bound by the reputation of neutrality Switzerland so treasured.

They kept a small office in Geneva, mainly for appearance sake. There were two negotiators, Charlie, and her mother Gerty who was senior, but there was no nepotism as the two women were the only people who could actually do the job. There was one other employee in the office, Alice, a very efficient personal assistant, who like her mother was semi-retired, and who ran the negotiator’s affairs like a Swiss watch. The three women in Geneva working with the negotiator liaison office in Bern formed the entirety of the smallest but arguably the most important and unique department in the world.
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​The Curse and The Gift

[image: ]


CHARLENE SCHNEIDER was born on January the third in the year two thousand, and like her mother she was born with an extra chromosome. It was a very rare defect and almost always resulted in a stillbirth, or by diseases like down's syndrome. However, in both her mother’s, and Charlie’s case, it had led to a differently wired frontal cortex, one responsible for both their marvellously eidetic memory and logical uncluttered minds.

It didn't end there though, the condition also led to their gifts, and, in Charlie's case, her maybe not so marvellous, split personality.

To know Charlie however you had to first know her mother Gerty, and also her grandmother Heidi, and for this we must take our story back to the second world war.
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Heidi Bergmann was brought up by the Bergmann family after the war. It was a tormented and sad chapter in the history of the family. The Bergmann family had risen since the first great war to be one of the great industrial families in Switzerland. The senior Bergmann, had recently been made a Count, he lived with his beautiful wife in the largest and most prestigious castle on the shores of lake Geneva and had two sons, who both, to his great pride, had decided to become doctors. Unfortunately that was where the fairy story ended.

The eldest son, Gustov, had, against his family’s wishes, moved to Germany to complete his final years at the great medical university in Berlin. During these years he became a convert to the Nazi ideals, bestowing its leaders virtues, and spouting its propaganda to any of them who would listen. Then, and to his family's horror, he joined the Nazi party in nineteen thirty eight.

With the outbreak of world war two, he enthusiastically went to work on the war effort, getting posted to a secret medical research facility they were setting up just outside the city.

His letters home to his father at the time told of his great pride, and how he was going to be doing cutting edge research on the new field of genetics which would greatly help the cause and the war effort. His father burned all the letters in disgust, never answering any, and publicly disinheriting his son. Early in nineteen forty one, the letters dried up, and for four years the family heard nothing from Gustov.

Things were going bad for the Germans in nineteen forty five, they had been routed in Europe and the east, fighting was hand-to-hand in the German cities, and the regime's collapse was only weeks away. The family had all assumed Gustov dead, and were all set to wipe that chapter from the family history when Gustov turned up at his home bedraggled, malnourished and wounded. This was not the scary part however, the scary part was that Gustov returned home with a young girl, less than two years old, dressed in rags and as malnourished as the father, and who he claimed was his daughter.

The family was shocked and in a dilemma, here was their twenty seven year old son returned home with their grandchild, but he was also a deserter and probably a Nazi war criminal. The father would have none of it, the arguments and accusations started immediately, the son they knew was dead, a disgrace to the family. Gustov was just too weak to argue, and knew any attempt would only fall on deaf ears.

To protect the family’s now shattered reputation the father really had one choice, and the authorities were informed the same day. Their dilemma was however solved even before the father had returned, when Gustav, with his last strength, penned a short apology letter then shot himself in the head. The letter had one request, that the sins of the father were not the sins of the daughter and that they treat the young girl as a victim.

So the day the Bergmann family lost their son, they gained a granddaughter, a granddaughter whose name they did not even know. They called her Heidi after the innocent girl from the popular children's book.

The Bergmann’s younger son Kurt, was diametrically opposite to Gustov. Kurt had volunteered for the Red Cross during the last three years of the war, and had worked around the clock, treating both soldiers and civilians until its cessation. He returned to the family home on the north shores of lake Geneva to continue his medical studies, and to find he now had a young niece.

Heidi always had a simple life, but she had a form of downs syndrome, which was never diagnosed as she displayed none of the characteristic traits of the disease. People could however tell from an early age that she was not quite right; she never laughed or cried, she was too docile and never played with the other children, sitting by herself and shunning all company.

To look at Heidi though, with her beautiful face and ever present smile, nobody would know, she was the veneer of a normal beautiful child. Her intelligence was also never in doubt, for while she was reclusive with people, she took to books, and to music, especially the piano, very quickly, having an almost perfect recall of any book or tune she heard.

Without the science at the time, the reason for her problems was attributed to malnutrition, and whatever other terrors she had experienced in her first two years of life; it was said by many, that Heidi was God's way of making up for the horrors her father had committed, as by then the knowledge of the Nazi extermination camps and medical experiments were becoming public, and was shocking the world to its core.

The shame of the family was thankfully offset by the good deeds and brilliance of their other son Kurt, and the beauty of the music produced by Heidi. There was also the fact that no actual evidence against Gustov had yet been uncovered, in fact some records showed he had actually died in 1941.

Kurt had by then become a full doctor and began specialising in the new field of genetics, he was hoping to be able to help Heidi, a niece he had gotten very attached to. On his return to Geneva, he convinced his father to fund a new wing of the university to specialise in this new field. The new department, which he would eventually run, would help teach the next generation of scientists.

The family's second tragedy and miracle happened in nineteen sixty. It was when Heidi was seventeen years old, a year after Kurt had got married, and two years after he had become head of the new institute.

Heidi’s simple and trusting nature, her innocence and demure beauty, had not gone unnoticed by one of Bergmann senior’s business associates, a well known banker, who had a reputation for charity, but a secret dark side for underage children.

The people around Heidi, the family and friends who loved her, and those who were close to her, saw the change in the simple woman's countenance almost immediately. She began to shy away from men, becoming almost hysterical when left alone with one. The permanent innocent smile disappeared overnight, replaced by crazy mood swings and a pale sad expression.

Nobody, of course, had ever talked to the young girl about sex or babies as she was still mentally a child, and for eight months Heidi grew more, and more, fragile and reclusive.

It all ended the night she went into labour.

Heidi gave birth to a baby daughter and died an hour later from blood loss. The family were awoken at 5 a.m. by the screams of a child and the body of a troubled yet loved daughter.
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Gertrude Bergmann was born in nineteen sixty one, and straight into the centre of the biggest scandal in Geneva. Though emotionally Heidi had only been a child, in the eyes of the law she was a fully grown woman, and just past the age of consent. Despite this, the anger felt by her family and the greater community over who could do this to the girl was visceral. The fact Heidi had not told anyone about it and, indeed, kept it so well hidden was considered enough not to push an investigation, and nobody was ever convicted or punished for the misdeeds.

Gertrude was nothing like her mother. Although she tested for the same extra chromosome as her mother, (science had improved considerably during these years), Gerty, as everyone had started calling her, displayed none of her mothers symptoms and in all ways she behaved like a normal, if not exceptional, girl.

She was immediately adopted by Kurt and his wife, and even when Freda finally gave birth to twin boys four years later, Gerty, being a girl, remained everybody’s favourite, she was in every way the perfect daughter and a great source of pride to the family.

Kurt and Freda noticed Gerty’s intelligence when she began talking at the age of thirteen months, it got very noticeable to everyone when by the age of three she had an almost full adult vocabulary in both French and German. Like her mother, Gerty was also beautiful, and loved music. She spent hours watching her step-mother, Freda, like a hawk, fascinated as she played the piano, then shocked Freda by reproducing a tune exactly with perfect recall. By six she could also converse with her English nanny in English, the Italian gardener in Italian, and would teach her step-brothers French and German.

Her father was reluctant to use his daughter as any kind of guinea-pig, but he sometimes secretly inserted control puzzles into her day-to-day play, and was shocked when she completed every one with ease. Her IQ was off the charts for her age, and her ability to recall facts bordered on eidetic. Gerty also told him she could forget things if she wanted to the same way she remembered them. It was untestable but for some reason he believed her.

Not wanting her to be considered a freak, as he had many examples from his position of where this had actually happened, he taught Gerty how to hide her abilities. He taught it to her as a game, to make the occasional mistake here or there or say she did not know, but as Gerty was about to go out into the wide world, it would soon become an essential life skill.

Gerty’s formal early education was at the local all girls private school, Surval Montreux, where she started as a seven year old, boarded for four nights a week and came home on the weekends, usually with a gaggle of new friends in tow. At the age of thirteen she was enrolled in Magdalen College in Oxford where she finished her studies in English.

Unlike her mother, Gerty was outgoing and assertive, she used the lessons her father had taught her to hide her exceptional abilities and would aim for second place in most subjects, considering it a failure if she got third or first. It was a lesson that would soon become increasingly important.
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Gerty’s career in law was predicated by a single incident when she was twelve years old, and just when she hit puberty. Those six weeks were the most enlightening, and terrifying, of her life. Gerty recalled her memories exactly to Charlie as her daughter was nearing puberty and used her perfect recall to not hide any of the feelings or gory details.

Her friends went through puberty at different times, the all girls school was well prepared for this and very supportive, and even though Gerty knew it was coming, and had been given a million scare stories (girls would be girls after all) they all became secondary to the gift.

Gerty had been feeling more crabby as the day went on, she had just excused herself from class, her stomach was cramping and she had a bad headache. She decided rather than wait behind the three girls waiting to see the nurse, that she would go back to her room, a normally peaceful area she usually shared with a quiet Belgian girl called Mariah and try to rest.

Almost as soon as Gerty put her head on the pillow, she could hear the two girls next door arguing through the wall, she was annoyed, but not annoyed enough to go in there and inflame the situation more, instead she put her pillow over her ears and tried to concentrate on anything that would bring the noise down.

Instead Gerty heard another voice, it was the voice in her head, the internal monologue that her father told her everybody had, and that preceded the actions you would do or what you would or would not say. But this was different, her voice was saying two things at once, and one of them was in Italian!

It only took her a few seconds to realise it was the two girls next door, but the sound was not their voice and it was not coming in through her ears. Her moment of panic faded very quickly into fascination.

[Just go, leave the cow, let her have the lipstick, you’re better than this] she heard a few seconds before a door slammed, then the sound died down to nothing.

But the same internal voice was still there. [I can get some more lipstick, if I ask Mama she will get me one and I can replace hers, it’s only stupid lipstick]

She had dug her head out of the pillow by now, but she heard the voice just as clear.

[maybe I should admit to it and apologise..] It was the Italian one.

Gerty moved off her bed and sat on Mariah’s bed, the other side of the room, as she did this the monologue in her head started to fade and another English one faded in [Was Hercules Greek or Roman, maybe leave that out, OK..]

Weird!

Her concentration broke off as a stomach cramp hit and she went back to her bed and lay down. She was obviously dreaming, but she wasn’t. You did not realise when you were in a dream, but you most certainly knew if you weren't. This was stupid, magic was bullshit, it was not possible.

She closed her eyes and cleared her mind again, the Italian voice faded slowly in. It repeated the same thing over and over again [maybe I should admit to it and apologise..] like it was caught in a loop.

She needed to know, and walked purposefully out of the room, forgetting about her stomach cramp and headaches completely. She got to the next room and knocked on the door.

[What] “What” [Do] “Do” [You] “You” [Want] “Want” [Just tell whoever it is to piss off, yes that English word was good and it’s not as bad as fuck off..] It was so obviously Sara.

Gerty opened the door, [who the hell] “Piss o..” [oh damn it's Gerty] “..Oh it’s you Gerty, sorry about the noise, Fran and I were just having a row, she thought I took her lipstick.”

Gerty caught the whole underlying thread, every single thought, accepted or discarded before it came out of her mouth, almost like an echo, it was very distracting. [What's she here for? I hope she is not angry with me, and why is she staring at me like that]

“Let's sit down Sara,” said Gerty in a calm and what she thought was an assertive, motherly tone. She felt Sara’s acceptance and she sat on the bed next to her, dimming her concentration as her thoughts got louder and became emotions.

It was obvious to her now, that she was somehow reading Sara’s mind, and the other voice in her head had been Fran’s. Sara’s ongoing thoughts spilled into Gerty’s mind, like one of those new big scrolling message displays at the stadium. The thoughts were a mixture of confusion, and a little bit of fright, as she saw how Sara saw Gerty as one of the more popular girls, who could make Sara’s life hell. Up close she sensed Sara’s emotions welling up, threatening to do the same to her.

She took Sara’s hand. “Fran is your best friend, you know that?”

Sara’s emotions surged in Gerty’s head and she turned it off by concentrating on the pain in her stomach, she couldn’t turn it completely off, but she damped it to an acceptable level. Sarah was nodding, threatening to cry.

Gerty continued. “It would be silly to ruin a beautiful friendship over a silly lipstick, that someone as beautiful as you don't even need. Fran is more upset because you lied.”

[I didn’t lie..]

“I know you are telling yourself you didn’t lie, but both of us know that isn't true. Lying is not the problem Sara, I lie every day, everyone lies, but not to their best friends.”

[She can’t know but I don't want her or Fran as an enemy] Gerty picked it up clearly, touching her hand seemed to clarify the already clear thoughts more.

“Fran loves you, but she’s hurt! You need to apologise and make up. Even if you did not do it, you can see that an apology is necessary. Nobody else needs to know and I will ensure Fran keeps it secret until you are both ready to laugh about it later, which you will.”

During the talk she felt Sara’s emotions change, the feeling of guilt and betrayal rising, then relief, as she knew Gerty was right.

Gerty wrapped her arms around her the second before Sara burst into tears. She held her tight for a minute listening to a whole raft of worries and emotions as they flooded her mind, mainly they were ones that said Fran would not accept her apology.

“I’m going to get Fran and have the same talk. Remember when she walks in here in a few minutes time, she is your best friend you wronged with a tiny, silly mistake. I guarantee she will forgive you, if not you can move in with me because I know deep down you are a nice person.”

Poor Sara was a mess of emotions.

“Remember, ten minutes, you can then both make up, have a good cry and bring her around to my room for a cappuccino..”

Sara’s emotions faded as Gerty walked out the door.

She found Fran on the stairwell also crying, her thoughts worried that she had accused Sara for nothing. Gerty used the same analysis as Sara on Fran, promising her she was the wronged party and Sara really wanted to apologise for being a bad friend.

She led Fran to the room and gave her a hug and a nod. Fran had barely opened the door before Sara was on her hugging her and saying sorry so many times and how stupid she was. She left them like that going back to her room, her endorphins flowing so much it overwhelmed both her stomach cramps and her headache.

She experimented with it more, how to turn it up or down. There was no sense of direction like sound, but the level increased the higher the concentration or closer somebody was to her, like a room full of people she heard the ones the loudest or closest the best, at two or three metres there was perfect clarity, including vague images, but as they got more than five or six metres distant the images would fade and it would become very difficult to hear. After ten metres there was nothing. Unlike sound, physical objects in between had no effect whatsoever.

Sara and Fran were not an isolated case, she mediated several other little issues and her popularity soared. So many girls wanted to be around her and friends with her, and knowing which of those were genuine, and which of those were for status was almost unfair. A couple of the more superstitious girls put around rumours there was something sinister, that Gerty was a witch, but nothing stuck as Gerty was never cruel with anyone. She did however wonder if the rumours were indeed true.

The big high lasted only ten days, and was soon shattered by the same hubris. The history teacher was standing by her when she was discussing the mid-term paper set for tomorrow, and the students needed to learn all the history of one of a number of Greek, Roman or Egyptian cities, as the test would only be one of these. Unfortunately at the time she was thinking about the main question on the history of Pompey and its destruction.

Gerty let slip to a group of girls who were anxious about the test, that it would probably be Pompey. It was a big mistake.

Word soon got around and at the end of the test, when some girls were patting her on the back, she knew there would be repercussions. They came fast and they came hard. Gerty was accused of cheating and after a brief meeting with the history teacher, the headmistress and her father she was temporarily suspended for the three weeks remaining of the term.
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A very moody and unhappy Gerty was confined for a week to her bedroom, convinced that everyone was against her. Reading her parents' minds produced nothing but sympathy for her being expelled, but the evidence against her was damning, and both thought her guilty despite everything she tried to say. Unfortunately the reality became more dangerous than the lie.

Gerty’s denial, and attitude, got so bad that her father eventually and reluctantly engaged a psychologist he knew of. It was a massive and near fatal turning point in her life, one she was almost not prepared for. She knew from her mother’s history that some men were predators, and the thoughts she was now getting from many of them when she got too close to them backed that up, most men were horrible and disgusting, even the nice ones.

However nothing prepared her for the psychologist she was about to meet. The man’s thoughts were terrifying, what he said, and what he thought, were two different things. His thoughts were of the money he would make from her family, and how, once he had control of her, and had her institutionalised, how he would fuck her every day, until maybe a little accident like the others. Oh how he loved to see them plead.

She knew the word fuck, and, jokingly, what the act was from the other girls, but the pictures that accompanied the thought into her mind, as he sat on the seat opposite, close enough for her to smell his disgusting breath, was both shocking and repulsive.

She was scared, very scared, something buzzed in her mind, quickly suppressed by the fright she felt. Her first guttural reaction to him almost played into his hands.

“Oh my! There do seem to be some deep seated trust issues here, Mrs Bergmann,” he said as Gerty moved further from his breath and the cesspit that was his mind.

“You should not frighten her, there is no real reason to be so close to her. She is never like this with anyone else so please move back and give her some space.”

The man’s thoughts turned on her mother. Gerty had never felt so much anger well up in her in her life as all the while he smiled and leaned back into his chair and made a note in his diary. She knew the marks he made in the book was gibberish and meant nothing to either him or anybody, but fooled people that he was smart, that it was a private shorthand to protect privacy.

Her mother was of course with her for the session, silent and sitting to the side. In fact it was her mothers voice and presence that helped keep her from running out. The only thought at the top of her mothers mind was a deep concern for her only daughter, and a growing dislike of the man.

But Gerty’s logical mind was already processing the way out, and she took in her situation without emotion and suppressed the elevating hormones and anxiety she had felt. The talk with the psychologist was by far the worst ordeal of her life, and made the interview with the headmistress seem like a walk in the park. It was like a fencing match with a scorpion.

She won, but in truth it was very close. She did not fall for any of the man’s trick questions, had plausible excuses for the cheating incident in which she admitted to eavesdropping, thank you for sharing those thoughts mother! And, after twenty five minutes her mother stood up and terminated the session. Gerty’s relief was palpable.

By this time Gerty was becoming both an attractive and refined girl, and this was not the last time she would encounter such people, mostly men, but sometimes to her shock, women.

She never went back to the girls school, taking three months sabbatical at her step mothers request, and finally being enrolled at the school in Oxford. She was very sad to leave the school in Montreux, it held so many good memories despite the one bad one, but she adapted, making dozens more new friends in the new school. Again Gerty kept her profile low, remembering the lessons from her father and the recent incident, it had convinced her never to show off her gift and never to display any overly-exceptional intelligence.

After school in England Gerty earned an easy law scholarship to the university of Zurich, specialising initially in legal, then international financial law. She met with the worst excesses of society and soon learnt to suppress her emotions, it was the only way she could get through the day.

She progressed up the legal tree from lawyer to barrister and finally to the youngest ever high court judge. In every single case she refused to prosecute anyone she considered innocent or defend anybody she considered guilty, as a barrister it was difficult to choose if you were prosecutor or defender, these were the only times she used her connections. As a judge it was even more difficult, money always bought better lawyers, but she would use her power to even the playing field in all cases.

Gerty married Johan Schneider, Charlie's father at the age of thirty eight and had Charlie at the late age of forty. Johan was a free spirit, ten years younger than Gerty, dashingly handsome and rugged. Gerty had almost given up on men, the few that passed her normal tests did not excite her as a woman and those that excited her as a woman had too many ulterior motives.

Johan had been a mountain ranger, ski guide and volunteer rescue crew for the ski patrol, he was a bit of a loner, his whole world had collapsed four years before he met Gerty when an avalanche took out his village killing his whole family except for an elder sister in Canada. If not for that fateful day that Gerty had gone off-piste, crashed into him, and twisted her ankle, he would still have been living in his small house high in the mountains.

For the two hours it took him to get her back to the resort, she felt nothing from the man but concern for her safety and a tinge of sadness. As they got to know each other further, his thoughts diverged thinking of her intelligence and beauty, and a sadness that a woman such as this, could never love a man like him. Gerty of course fell instantly in love.

She met him every day she was not working, appreciating his quiet and unassuming mind almost as much as his gorgeous body and the five years between 1997 and 2002 were the best years of her life.

He died in a skiing accident in 2002 well before Charlie got to know him. Charlie’s only unformed memories were through that of a two year old, the family pictures she had, and thankfully of course those memories her mother later shared.

Gerty also never forgot the psychologist, nor the circumstances surrounding her mothers death. During her two years working at the Attorney General’s office in Lausanne, she directed investigations against several high profile people, including the psychologist who was convicted of three cold-case murders.

She also re-opened a dozen other cold cases, working with Interpol to eventually undercover the largest paedophile ring in Europe and taking down many high profile predators. Unfortunately, though the name of her biological father was eventually uncovered due to DNA evidence from another case, the man himself had died over twenty years before, murdered by an unknown assailant. For the first and only time in her life, Gerty wished the murderer well.

With her reputation for thoroughness and attention to detail, her mother was always in demand. After helping her step-brother Frank, by then a senior detective at Interpol, solve a number of high profile cases, she began working in the government uncovering corruption and fraud.

Gerty was appointed Switzerland’s second only negotiator, a position vacant for almost five hundred years, by a one hundred percent majority of the special negotiator committee; her powers were wide-ranging and unprecedented in any modern democratic government, she also rarely used them.
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Charlie’s development largely mirrored her mothers up until puberty. It was thought she had little of the musical talent her mother had, but it was just that she was not really interested except for one brief insight. At the age of twelve, and after going with her uncles and her cousins to the concert that same week at the ‘Stade de Geneva’, she replicated one of Coldplay's better known songs on the piano perfectly to a group of friends, unfortunately her voice was terrible.

Her step-grandfather, Doctor Kurt Bergmann, also known as Count Kurt Bergmann once he assumed the head of the family, died when she was only ten years old. He had gone from renowned geneticist to lecturer to guest lecturer and because of his daughter’s special condition, he had spent his whole life in this area of study.

By the time Charlie was born, Kurt was in his late seventies, and was long retired from his profession, having never found the answers as to how the mutation in both his daughter and Charlie led to such a massive increase in the processing power of the mind. He kept all his research reluctantly secret, only ever exposing research which could be reproduced outside of his daughter and granddaughter.

Grandpa and her mother would take young Charlie everywhere, she had no need for school, spending her time accompanying her family to the great cities and institutions of the world, personally being tutored by two of its most intelligent people. She accompanied them as they talked and dined with the rich and powerful, the great and noble and became good friends with some of their children. At the age of twelve, she was better connected than most royalty or movie stars, spoke seven languages and had an undergraduate understanding of many subjects. Her only formal education was eighteen months at an English finishing school at sixteen which felt more like a vacation than an education, but which she enjoyed immensely.

With her mother to guide her through the transition, and Charlie’s seemingly greater control she had on her emotions, puberty was an enlightening rather than a frightening time. Even as her mother shared her crueller encounters and those of her time as a high court judge, Charlie accepted and processed them like any other. Several memories were so shocking she had trouble believing these people existed. But they did. And as she moved out into the world she accepted it was a broken place and with her mother decided as a negotiator she could also do something to help. She accepted the role on her nineteenth birthday.

Her mother had also taught her one other great and important lesson. Anonymity. With the gift, Charlie’s ability easily exceeded her mothers. The level of concentration she required was much less than her mother and the range a little greater, but Charlie had two other abilities that her mother did not have.

The first ability she found out by accident with her uncle’s pet dog, Butch, and that was that weaker minds could be influenced.

She remembered it was not long after her gift had shown itself when she was walking Butch around her uncle’s estate. She enjoyed walking Butch around the large open grassland and taking him down to the shoreline to have him fetch sticks. On this occasion she was walking through the long grass with him when she got a weak impression of danger. Simultaneously, or just after, the dog began to bark, pulling on his leash. From about twenty metres away, she heard a scream and a man and woman’s head pop out of the grass, both looked to be naked and she averted her gaze to the dog adding a strong sense of humour at its silly behaviour.

The dog stopped barking immediately, going unnaturally calm and looking between Charlie and the panicked couple. She reached out and sensed the shame from the woman and the frustration from the man, turning away quickly and taking another route down to the shore.

Charlie repeated the experiment and found that any animal in a heightened state of danger, anger, hunger or weirdly lust could be sent a simple emotion. The thoughts for safety and danger, were the only ones she found that she really needed.

It was a weak sense of danger that she projected at the birds in the cafe that day with Michael; she had also noticed Michaels brief flinch as he looked around for danger. Humans were basically animals and felt the same primal emotions too, but emotions processed through a more complex mind rarely produced the same results.

Of course her other ability was the crazy part of her she was not proud of and liked to forget existed. She had been very panicked and frightened the first time she found it out.
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Charlie remembered the day it happened as easily as she remembered anything she purposefully wanted to. She was a frequent visitor to the university library, her mother gave several seminars a year for the law faculty, and as a young child Charlie had gotten to know many of the staff there and often hung-out while her mother lectured.

She had heard mothers particular lecture the year before and took the opportunity to re-read The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann. She had read an English translation on her e-reader, but the library had an original German edition.

She had tried to use her concentration to dull some noise from the workman in an adjacent room when a large rat ran out from beneath her table. Her small scream was impulsive. With the gift, Charlie was not used to surprises and every head in the library turned, looking down and around for the source, only the two people quietly reading at adjacent chairs and who had heard her actual scream had turned her way. She shrunk back into the book guiltily.

[...] [...] [...] [...]

The voice came into her mind clearly, as though from a person a few metres distant, it sounded differently to the way people did when she read them. Normally everyone had the same voice, a voice which was the same as her internal monologue and in the language they thought in. This internal voice was different, deeper, older, androgynous, like static or crackling mixed with words that were incomprehensible.

The two people who had turned her way, and everybody else in the library had gone back to their books, phones or laptops. She opened her mind, two voices came in, one was parsing ancient Gaelic, the other thinking about lunch, she opened even further, a dozen internal voices, all the same assaulted her senses. Then they all unexpectedly dulled..

[...] [...] [...] [...]

Charlie closed off her concentration, a sense of panic, she got up, the book discarded and falling to the floor, she looked around again, both the people close by her eyeing her as discreetly as they could, the man was procrastinating whether to ask if she was OK.

Charlie chose this particular spot as it was on the highest level and had only three tables within a ten metre sphere, but maybe she had missed somebody. She looked urgently around, up and down, there was nobody.

[...] [...] [...] [...]

She panicked again and ran down the stairs and towards the exit, several sets of eyes followed her progress, all with either worry or concern behind them. As she burst out of the doors, Charlie saw her mother running towards her along the corridor, and ran towards her.

“Charlie!”, she shouted and ran to her, the two making the distance in a few seconds.

“Mama!” She cried and ran into her arms.

“What is wrong Charlie? I felt your panic across the building!!” Her mother’s hands and face moved all over Charlie examining her then looking for danger.

“A voice Mama, a strange voice, it talked to me!”

Her mother looked around again with raised concern, then when she saw nobody within fifty metres and only two other young girls further away, she turned back to her daughter, cupping her face in her hands. “You’re safe Charlie, there is nobody here, just me.

[...] [...] [...] [...]

“It's there again Mama! A voice in my head. Can’t you hear it?” She screamed looking everywhere, her head finally burying itself in Gerty’s bosom.

The panic in her daughter's voice terrified Gerty, who like Charlie had become accustomed to being in total control, knowing people's intentions and aware of all that was happening around her. Yet as hard as she tried to concentrate, all she got were the overwhelming emotions and internal voice of panic from Charlie.

“I really don't hear anything Charlie, but I can see you are genuinely afraid of something. Hopefully it was some sort of waking dream, maybe you nodded off to sleep.” Gerty got out her phone.

“Yes Simon, can you bring the car around to the front of the library building immediately, Charlie is not feeling too well and we are leaving.”

She remembered Mama making another two calls, first to the family doctor to meet back at the chateau, and the second cancelling the rest of her lectures for the week, due to a family emergency.

The drive home was just Charlie and Gerty in the back seat, her face now buried in her mothers lap, but her tears dried up. Charlie was much better at closing off her emotions than Gerty had ever been and Gerty was actually genuinely shocked by how powerful they were; she had felt Charlie's mental outburst so clearly, as it seemed had half the students attending her lecture.

She was not sure what the repercussions of it would be, they were in a great seat of learning full of some of the smartest people in the world, one or more of them would talk and ask questions. From Gerty’s own research and the talks she had had with her father and others, she had heard of the terms shared and mass hallucination, she was even now working on her excuse for herself to leave the lecture and remove Charlie. Though she knew her new position would keep anything from ever coming her way.

At home they were met by the family doctor, an old student of Charlie's grandfather, a renowned surgeon, now semi-retired and his private practice catering to just a few exclusive clients.

The voice did not talk to Charlie again that day, and her, and her mothers panic abated as they sat together talking it over logically. First with the doctor, who, not being given anything solid to go on, had prescribed a mild sedative and rest, then just the two of them.

Charlie fell asleep on the sofa in the lounge, with Gerty staying next to her all night. Charlie did not wake up until almost midday and woke to her mother reading a book next to her.

“Good morning, sleepyhead!” Gerty said smiling, I brought a blanket and pillow down as you looked too tired to go upstairs. Let me go and see if I can get you some toast and a coffee.

“It was real Mama,” Charlie recalled quietly, “but it was so different from the normal memories I receive, normally I hear those in my voice, but this was somehow different.”

Charlie and Gerty actually had no real need to speak verbally, but hearing each other talk was a much more personal thing than listening to the other person speak in your head in your own voice. They had learned this out of necessity, and while they could not turn it off any easier than turning off your hearing, they had both perfected tempering down their concentration to a minimum, so that even someone standing next to them could fade to a background hum. They used it often when they were both present for a negotiation to communicate privately, but at home and together as mother and daughter it was always spoken French.

They were both sitting calmly in the library, a large quiet room taking up nearly a quarter of the ground floor of the east wing.

Though Gerty had been born into wealth, she had also accrued a considerable fortune herself. Their ‘chateau’, was actually a small castle, with extensive vineyards close to her old family home, that she bought opportunistically in the mid nineties as a long term investment. With the death of her step-father, and the establishment of the negotiator position the year before, Gerty relocated to the chateau, to give her more privacy for her work as a negotiator.

She and her step-sister Sam, the new baroness, were good friends and Gerty entrusted the maintenance and cleaning of the chateau to Sam, who ran the family estate. It was a very amicable arrangement and allowed a skeleton staff to run the chateau and call on help as required. It also had the benefit of lot’s of visits from Sam, and not too many noisy mind’s disturbing them.

Their housekeeper Mimi brought a large pot of earl grey tea, and after looking worriedly and sympathetically at Charlie, left.

“Can you share with me what you heard, Charlie?” Her mother said after pouring the tea. The two sat on old stuffed armchairs adjacent to each other with the small coffee table in front and Gerty passed a cup to Charlie. Charlie blew on the cup, then breathed in the aroma, finally taking a short sip.

[...] [...] [...] [...] she recalled exactly.

“Oh it is a bit weird,” replied Gerty, “what are the strange static like hisses surrounding the words, most languages are a derivative of older ones, this sounds, I don't know ancient, guttural, one of the words sounds a little like “dragon” in ancient Greek, the rest is noise.”

“I was thinking maybe it is a language I don't know, but I cannot even pronounce the words with my voice, never mind spell them or type them into a translator.”

“I think you are on to something there,” Gerty said, after taking a sip of tea and pondering it a little more, “but you are right, I remember once being close to this old woman whose thoughts were in some sort of ancient Hindu dialect, but with her I could at least repeat the words to somebody later. These do not feel like proper words, but words mixed with something else our mind cannot process correctly.”

“Did you detect any malevolence at all?” Gerty continued.

“Nothing Mama, it had no emotional inflection attached at all, it meant nothing, the sentence was just there fully-formed in my mind. I cannot explain, but it did feel like someone was talking to me. Also, the other voices around me got dimmer, like it took priority. I did not want to answer. Maybe he somehow sensed I was afraid and stopped.”

“You say he?” She said immediately, her sharply honed legal background zooming in on the inconsistency.

“I don't know Mama, it was an assumption I guess, it could be she, it or them..” Charlie trailed off not wanting to dig further as each added another layer of mystery.”

“Hmmm,” said Gerty, “it or them! Well we can probably exclude the ‘them’ option and probably also the ‘it’.” They both went quiet again for a few seconds.

“What if,” Gerty said slowly again, “what if we look at this logically, like scientists. I was as scared as you when I first got the gift, we are always frightened of what we don’t know, and the best way to get over this is to understand it.”

Gerty got up. “Yes Charlie, you have gotten over your initial shock and you said yourself that you detected no malevolence, maybe we should try and reproduce this under experimental conditions with us taking the initiative, maybe try and open up a dialogue if possible and learn.”

Charlie sighed, resigned, “I had already come to this conclusion Mama, I think my fear was primal, the rat scared me a lot, then the rest was the fear of the unknown.”

Gerty sat back down and put her hand out across the arm of the chair to take her daughter's hand, “I am proud of you Charlie, you know that don't you?”

“I know Mama, so long as you are here I will always feel safe.”

It was settled, Charlie would try and replicate the experiment the next morning, with her mother present, and after the effects of the sedative had worn off.

Gerty retained three people full time at the chateau; Simon, who was an ex-soldier from the highland regiment, who also doubled as their driver and protection detail. Mimi, Simon’s long-time partner and their housekeeper, and the old groundskeeper Aurelian. All the staff were well paid and totally trustworthy. The next day, after breakfast they asked the staff to keep out of the east wing so Charlie could have some privacy and quiet after her little episode.

“If you do this we need to think about what you want to say. I wrote down some bullet points while you were sleeping, ones I usually use when I am looking to find the truth. I know you cannot understand it, but it may understand you.”

Gerty laid down a small sheet with five questions and space to write on, the pen and paper was for Gerty in case she could not read her daughter. The questions were simple, who, what, where, why and how. Next to the paper was a vial. Gerty had asked the doctor for a syringe and a sedative in case of emergency, and Gerty had enough medical training to administer it if Charlie looked like she was in distress.

“I am going to initially stand at the end of the room, whatever you did yesterday was very scary and I felt it two buildings away..”

“No, don't leave me Mama, please!” Charlie said.

“OK, maybe..” Gerty reluctantly sat back down and held her daughter's hand, smiled and nodded at her that she was as ready as she could be.

Charlie cleared her mind and tempered down her gift as much as she could, taking a few minutes to get to a state of total calm, then she brought the thought forcefully to the front of her mind like she did when sending an emotion to an animal.

[we will talk now]

Gerty shuddered, gripping Charlie's hand tight, then relaxed, it felt to her like an ice plunge or when the dentist had hit a nerve.

[...] [your] [...] [is] [...] [dragon will not] [...]

[I do not understand] Charlie replied almost immediately.

[...] [your] [...] [is] [...] [dragon will not] [...]

“It is talking to me Mama, I understand some of the words now, but it is still mostly that horrible static.”

“OK, Charlie, the good news is you are controlling this, not the other way around, and remember we only fear the unknown. It is your job now to ask the questions so that the unknown becomes the known, and your fear is replaced by logic and truth.”

Her Mama’s words were prophetic and Charlie felt herself getting under control.

[Who are you?] she thought.

[...] [your] [...] [is] [...] [dragon will not] [...]

“It is no use Mama, it is just repeating the same.” Then she shared it again with her mother.

“Try a little more forcefully, with a tiny bit of anger,” her mother said, a different emotion may give a different response.

[Who are you? Is that your name, dragon?] she thought a little harder and what she thought was a little angrier.

“I hear you Charlie,” her mother shouted. “Your voice in my head has changed though, it is different.” Her mother was excited, not scared and it added to Charlie’s sense of being in control.

[I am you] [...] [...] Came the Delphic reply.

Ahh, her mind processed, it was not a person then. She had discussed psychology with both her mother and grandfather, she knew about split personality disorders, waking dreams and other manifestations, was this it? Was just another part of her brain, it would make sense why her mother could not hear it if that was the case. She skipped two questions.

[Why are you talking to me?]

Her mother squeezed her hand. “You changed the question honey, did it reply? I am concentrating now but I heard nothing.”

“The voice said it was me Mama, it was very cryptic.”

She squeezed her hand in acknowledgement.

[I was] [...] [...] [woken, I listen]

[You listen, to what?]

[To you] [to] [...] [...]

Charlie repeated the confusing replies to her mother.

“You are doing good honey, your facilities are back under control and your breathing and heart rate have gone down, just keep asking questions it seems neither of us are in danger..” Her mother thought then added another question onto the notepad with the pen, ‘Am I in danger?’.

Charlie went with that one first.

[Am I in any danger?]

[...] [I do not know]

[I mean in danger from you?]

[No]

She wrote NO next to the question and felt the visible relief in her countenance as she read it, then she released her mothers hand, smiling.

“I think I have this under control Mama, it must be another side effect of the gift that is causing a part of my brain to talk to itself, maybe the fright I had yesterday broke some barrier or made some connection. Whatever this dragon is, it is certainly not that scary anymore.

She broke the connection with the other part of her brain with casual abandon, and felt her life return to normal.
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​The Mistress of Chaos
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FIVE MEN SAT AROUND a large stone table, in an imposing room, a room whose architecture and decoration defied any style. Dense lush rain-forest dominated the scenery out of the large darkened windows, water dripping down as it condensed on the thick glass. The walls were stone, roughly finished volcanic basalt, except for one wall that was smooth, plastered, and embossed with the image of a monster. A monster straight from hell.

The whole scene seemed oddly out of place, either the room was wrong or the location was. It felt more like a Hollywood set than anything real.

Cool air blown in by the air-conditioner silently kept the room at a pleasant temperature to the stifling heat that looked to be outside. The five men seemed ignorant of all this as they either stared at each other, or down at the small display screens recessed into the stone.

There seemed to be no visible hierarchy at first glance, each man wore immaculately tailored suits and black polished leather shoes that would happily grace any boardroom in the world, but which added to the odd vista.

However one man dominated, and held the attention of the other four. He was the oldest of the five by far, his totally bald head deeply wrinkled and peppered with the imperfections of a man in his final years. His thin framed designer glasses, perfectly round, were looking directly into the eyes of the man opposite him. Unlike the other four men, he had no paperwork in front of him, just a small glass crystal tumbler with a finger of amber liquid. His wrinkled finger pressing down on its rim as if preventing it from rising.

“What further information do we have on the woman Matheus?” He said in English, with a strange German accent, and with a commanding voice used to being obeyed.

The man he directed the question to was younger, in his fifties, fitter, with a full head of black hair and an immaculately trimmed beard. The broken nose and the large scar across his face from his left eye to his cheek however spoke of a much different upbringing, one outside of any ivy league college or corporate organisation, his hard, and similar Germanic voice reinforced this image.

“Nothing definite father. We initially thought the woman to be from one of the big Swiss auditors, or maybe some special investigator; but the deeper we investigated the more mysterious she became.”

The man looked down at the document he was referencing on the screen.

“We have had very little dealings with the Swiss outside of the banking sector which we use for many of our worldwide operations due to its high degree of privacy. Our contact there had to dig very deep, and what he came up with was not what we expected, and in fact news to everyone in my operations area.”

All four men looked at him in rapt attention.

“It seems the position may be part of a little known government department there, called the negotiator liaison office. It is an offshoot of the judicial system, but one actually outside of direct government control. Its main function seems to be to act as a neutral third party regarding important decisions or negotiations affecting Swiss interests, such as the one that uncovered our man in the Munich bank acquisition. They also seem to play a significant role in diplomatic and legal matters which my contact seems to think may offer them larger powers still.”

“There was another man arrested at the same time as ours, our guy Mendez knew he wasn't legitimate, asking too many questions, poking his nose in areas that did not belong. He was feeding him false information just in case he was investigating us, it turns out he was, but he was not local law enforcement, he was CIA.”

Still nobody interrupted, but the old man’s eyes widened with even more interest.

“They must have gotten wind of the fact somehow that the money was going to terrorists, but I don't believe the CIA got wind of anything about The ElderNacht.”

The old man interrupted him. “Then the auditor did us both a dis-service and a service. Hopefully The CIA will assume the money syphoned off was for the terrorists and it should not get back any further.” He stood up and his voice took on an ominous tone as he continued unbroken.

“..However assumptions are for idiots. How much did your man know about the eventual destination of the funds, Matheus?”

“Mendez was the only bright spark in the whole Islamic terrorist cell, he was educated at Eton in England and was converted when his brother was shot by the Israelis while he was planting a bomb. He could have had insight that the eventual destination of the funds was actually to us, and some checks through the banking system would have gotten him to some of our legitimate operations. But it also came to light he was skimming millions off the top for himself, if so he had an exit plan..”

The old man's eyes went cold at the allegation of disloyalty, but let his son continue. “He also looked to us to have already abandoned his original Islamic cause and was more interested in himself at the end. The police have charged him with stealing ninety seven million dollars of stolen money, twenty six million was recovered, sixty two million came to us, the rest he seems to have funnelled away. It is also likely he was going for a bigger slice of the pie this time around as we were not told of the twenty six million. It was likely his swansong before he vanished into whatever country he had chosen to hide.”

“I want him dead.” Said the old man seriously. “You need to send a message to your people that we are not to be messed with, also if he does know something he might make a deal, we dare not have the CIA, or any other agencies realise there is a bigger picture.”

“Father.” A weasel-faced man to his right interrupted him, with a raised finger and a crisp American accent. “If I may interrupt for a second. I believe our London cell may have come across this Swiss agency before. It never registered at the time, but I had a man positioned to take over the head of a large credit union that was rejected at the last minute. He had basically passed through every hurdle, but just prior to taking up the position his appointment was blocked for no reason we could come up with at the time, but after digging he was later told that a large Swiss interest had vetoed it.”

“And you think it is the same Swiss auditor involved in both Edmund?” Said the old man, deeply interested.

“The modus operandi was the same father, but the woman was older. He remembers a meeting with an immaculately presented older woman, who asked a few irrelevant questions that made no sense. I also do not believe in coincidences!” Replied the man crisply.

The old man seemed to think deeply for a short while. The others sensed he was about to speak and kept quiet.

“So why have we never heard of this Swiss agency before?” He said to the room, specifically looking at the two men who had not spoken yet. “We are on the cusp of something momentous here, the realisation of our fathers dreams, this is not a time for surprises. I am open to any of your thoughts on this matter.”

“Like Matheus said, father,” a third man responded, “my Asian operations have very little dealings with the Swiss other than to act as our bankers for some of our areas of interest..”

“Do we really need to care, group-leader?” The final, youngest man interrupted. “The Munich operation was a smokescreen, a diversion. With the Artefact and the new information now in the hands of our engineers and scientists, it is only a matter of time, then no country or organisation will be able to stop our goal or dare stand in our way.”

“Ah Ahmed, so official, and hotheaded as always, in this meeting you may acknowledge the fact that I am your father, ‘group-leader’ seems so impersonal when it is just family.”

The old man held his finger up stemming a reply. “Also Ahmed, you must be reading different reports than I am, because from where I am sitting, our science teams have made no real progress yet, and their body count is now well into double-figures.”

The old man turned to the wider group. “It is all a matter of timing. Once the artefact is tamed, then we will no longer care, but until then, if we are discovered, we are still vulnerable to certain state actions. I would rather we proceed on our timescales, not anothers.”

“Then there is another problem father,” the American said seriously, “one we must address sooner rather than later. It seems both CERN and Fermi-lab may be about to join their efforts to locate the anomalous signal. Our source in CERN says the core Fermi-lab team are in negotiations..”

“They have no clue..” Began Ahmed.

“What did I say about assumptions, my son!” Interrupted the old man.

“But father,” Ahmed said, “our teams have made great strides in confirming it is indeed the same artefact lost to the Nazis during the war. The historian is excited about the new books we got from the terrorists, and It looks to be exactly what it says in the scriptures. We are much better placed to deal with this than either our forefathers or the Nazis were.”

“No Ahmed, we are not better placed until we understand it. Remember everybody in that castle died, dozens of people here are dead. We have also not confirmed it is the same artefact, the notes from the castle only talk of the head of the dragon, ours is much more complete. Until we know for certain we only move when either our scientists, the historians, or the keeper of the scrolls find a way to control it, not before.” The old man stared at the other four men.

“Is that understood?”

Everyone said yes.

The old man turned to the man to his right.

“Matheus, have your contact get me a bit more information on this auditor, I need to be sure that Mendez did not leave any trails open for either the auditor or the CIA to discover.”

Matheus nodded curtly.

“Herman, Matheus, Just in case, I want your teams to begin planning the operation to disrupt the CERN and Fermi-lab operations, also if they are indeed going to be working together, then there is an opportunity we can take them out in one go.”

“Yes father,” said Matheus.

“Yes father,” said the sickly looking thin man to his left, in a thin weak voice, his cold unreflecting eyes staring at his father.

The old man reclined back in his seat, turning to the group. “Good. And Ahmed, ensure the lead scientist and the lead historian are at our next meeting. I want to know first hand the progress on the artefact, and whether both men are still suitable to continue in their roles.”
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The New CIA Director sitting at the head of the large table did not look happy. “So Hegan, can you let me know why the German ambassador was called to bail out one of your CIA agents from the German police last week?”

“I will let my operations director answer that sir.” Said the unhappy looking grey haired man two down from the head of the table. He looked across the table to a pasty-faced older woman in a worn tweed suit.

Chambers shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Of course she couldn't tell them! These guys sat in their fancy offices and had never had to make a real operational decision. Sometimes it worked out, sometimes, as in this case, it didn't.

“Unknown sir.” Chambers said in her most professional voice. “The background checks for our operative were done months ago by the bank's HR department. He had been well integrated in the bank's organisation, without any red flags, and was getting active intel right until the time of his arrest..”

Chambers official title was director of delta operations, but it was director in name only, she was middle-management at best, reporting to CIA deputy director Hegan, one of a dozen deputy directors, who all reported to the actual CIA director. It was also just her luck that the CIA director was totally green, having only been appointed two months earlier, and knowing next to nothing of the secret service, or its methods.

Chambers in contrast had come up from the ranks. An average, by the book agent, she was now in her early fifties, and this was likely as high up she was ever going to get. She had been enjoying the power play of running a secret ops department, working at the coal face, but that was until today. It was her first time to meet the new director, and of course it would be under the worst circumstances possible.

Her own manager, deputy director Hegan, was useless, cold, and as usual just trying to distance himself from any responsibility, less the repercussions fell on him. He had been copied on all the mission goals, knew exactly what was happening, yet had provided no support for her or her team in the meeting. It was maddening.

“But your agent was outed by a single auditor,” interrupted another guy, one she did not know, and who nobody had introduced. He continued without a pause, “a single auditor who had by all accounts only been on site for a few days, the same auditor that outed the two people you were looking for, and uncovered that these were the two diverting the funds to the terrorists.”

She knew someone would rub that part in her face. She was livid that a single woman, a girl no less, had taken a couple of days to do what her whole department had not achieved in four months. The auditor woman had a lot more insight than the CIA, which meant she probably had some high powered resources backing her up.

“We only have what we got from the debrief of our agent Sir. The auditor also had the full cooperation of the bank and had full access to everything, something we did not..”

She was interrupted again, by her own boss Hegan, who was talking to the Director. “The German police have released Agent Tanner under house arrest while his status is sorted out, and they have finished interviewing him..”

The director grumbled, looking at both Chambers and Hegan.

“The US government is having to eat a lot of humble pie from the Germans for this. You Chambers got caught running an illegal operation on their territory and falsifying documents, you Hegan failed to supervise your department properly.”

He paused, looking around the room, before settling back on Hegan. “At least they have dropped the charges of our agent being complicit with the thieves, though some of the evidence on your man is pretty damning that he either was on the take or totally naive.”

The director looked back at Chambers. “Did this agent at least get anything from the ringleader,” he consulted his document, “..Mendez?”

“..No sir.” She said timidly.

“Do we know if this Swiss auditor, the..” Again he consulted his notes, “negotiator. Do we know if this negotiator got any more information from Mendez?”

“Er no sir. We have hit a bit of a dead end, the information we have from our agent Tanner is that the negotiator stopped as soon as the crimes were uncovered. She then passed everything to the police, and simply left. It is possible she may have uncovered more that she or the police are not telling us..”

“What the hell even is a negotiator?” The director interrupted, exacerbated and loudly, turning to everyone in the room and seeing a sea of confused faces.

“Anyone?” He turned specifically to Hegan with a hard stare.

“Er, we don't know exactly sir,” Hegan replied, losing a little of his professional demeanour. “I asked the same question, but there is little public information on the organisation she works for and this woman has never been a person of interest to us. Our Information so far is that it is some branch of the Swiss judicial system, though why it got involved in a German bank acquisition is unknown.”

The Director rubbed his temples, keeping his attention on the deputy director. “So Hegan, how does the USA salvage anything from this shit-show your delta operations manager has signed us up to?”

Chambers hated it when the hierarchy, in their ivory towers, spoke in their third-person voice, almost ignoring her presence. They were happy to take all the credit when things went right, but equally happy to shovel all the shit down on those below them when things went wrong.

Hegan stayed quiet, thinking, but the Director interrupted him.

“I will tell you how, I have assigned agent Ethan Curran who is the FBI Interpol chief liaison officer and special investigator. He will do a discreet investigation of the Munich operation, fix up your mess, see what went wrong and see how this negotiator was able to get so far ahead of us.”

“But sir, if I may,” said another man from the centre of the room. “The CIA cleans up its own mess, involving another department may undermine..”

“Thank you Moran, if I need help making decisions I will ask you. Curran is highly recommended and cleared for top secret due to previous work he has done for other agencies. Also he speaks German, Italian and French, he also plays by the rules so there should not be any further screw ups!” He looked at the crowd and especially Hegan and Chambers.

“Is that OK with everyone?”

The question was rhetorical and nobody dared answer it, choosing instead to all keep quiet. Damn, thought Chambers. She had assumed she would be cleaning up her own mess. Involving this agent Curran was unexpected and might cause some issues. She tried to look neutral, her worry however was real.

Hegan shifted uneasily in his chair, ignoring Chambers, and focussing on the director. “Sir I have given orders for Tanner to be brought here and give us all a full debrief as soon as he returns from Munich.”

“Let’s hope he does return, Hegan, and doesn’t skip town. When he gets back I want the corrupt little shit properly questioned, then kicked out to somewhere where he has no responsibility.”

He looked to be finished, then spoke out again. “Oh and Curran better get full assistance from all of you. Remember he is working for me.”

The Director dismissed Chambers and the other middle-managers off-handedly, but kept her boss, Hegan, and another guy for a further hour. Without further information they all finally agreed to do nothing until the full debrief of agent Tanner and the report by agent Curran.

Nobody was happy.

*
[image: ]


Michael sat in his temporary hotel room located in the CERN facility, he had almost everything he needed in his one backpack and suitcase. The room was a mess and he felt the usual tinge of nerves about the start of the job tomorrow; Apprehension as he was going to be surrounded by the best of the best and he might not live up to everybody's expectations, and excitement to get started and maybe become part of history with some new insight into the universe.

He arrived at reception on Monday morning and was greeted by one of the HR staff, a young attractive woman, whose looks immediately reminded him of Charlie. She however had none of the sparkle or humour, and every attempt at conversation in French was met by a reply in English. By the fourth attempt at speaking French he gave up and just used English, as it was fairly obvious she thought he was hitting on her.

Michael sank into a quiet stupor as he was shown the main points of the facility, given the welcome documents and speech and finally dumped back at the hotel.

He sighed and continued his unpacking. He had this room for up to four weeks, while he was assigned more permanent accommodation or found his own.

Michael's French immersion had been baptism by fire, but in meeting Charlie, he had been given a lot of incentive to learn, so he pushed himself hard and made himself love every minute. By the final week his personal tutor had mostly stopped using English and had begun taking him around the town, putting him in various situations with different people, in cafes, libraries, and shops, some were awkward, none were easy. The tutor was patient but very relentless and even up to the last day for homework she was making him watch French videos, movies and plays. It was looking to be a long road, but from the confusing mist of befuddlement, pockets of clarity began to arise.

In the hotel room now, alone, it felt like all the work he had put into his cultural integration had been for nothing. He pushed himself out of his stupor and went for a little walk through the shopping area, the gardens, the library and the restaurants.

Everyone he said hello to was polite but he could not get anyone to engage more than a couple of sentences, without feeling weird. He decided to have dinner in the restaurant on the French side of the facility, he saw others sitting alone, little pockets of silence and solitude amongst the spirited conversations going on around them.

He returned to his room a bit depressed, to read the pile of welcome documents the HR woman had given him, and pen a few emails. He had never felt so alone. “I, a universe of atoms, an atom in the universe.” He remembered seeing the Richard Feynman quote in big letters inside one of the school buildings as he passed quickly through it this morning, and it was exactly how he felt before he fell asleep.

Day two was an improvement. He was put in a small group with five other men and one woman, all of them from different countries. It was the proper start of his orientation, and a more thorough introduction to the site and facilities. The process was slow and seemed to dwell on notable achievements and people, most of which he already knew from his own research; But at least he now had other people to talk to, albeit in English, as none were French, and some had not even made the effort to learn even the basics of the local language.

The small group had lunch and a welcome dinner, and finally he began to relax as he found his fellow newbies to be in the same boat as him; Really nice people who had the same feelings and nervousness. By the second day most of the new intake were on first name terms, laughing and joking, and talking about their various experiences and research.

The orientation took so long because the site was extensive, it had nearly three thousand people working there and nearly seventy nationalities represented. Charlie was right, just about everyone spoke English in mixed groups, which was just about every group he saw. He soon realised with over thirty different languages represented it was the only real way anything could be coordinated.

Contrary to popular belief, most of the people at CERN were not scientists. In fact there were only a few hundred proper scientists, and most of the staff were graduates, researchers, technicians, engineers and people who just kept everything running. Their job’s covered everything from designing the massively complex detectors, to the guys running the hotels, cafes and the visitor centres. The whole facility was strangely neither considered part of France nor Switzerland, and you crossed the country boundaries without even being aware of it several times a day.

His group got together that Friday night to eat dinner together. After today, many of them, including Michael, would disappear off into their various departments and areas of research. Michael’s speciality was large data sets, and CERN produced trillions of bytes of data every hour, every byte of which needed to be filtered and sifted through to ensure nothing important was missed.
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Michael was ushered at the start of the second week into the operation managers office, an impressive office in the administration building, an office with its own meeting area and big presentation screen. Another man, older with greying thin hair, brown wrinkled skin, in a white lab coat was already seated, but got up when he arrived.

“Mr James, may I introduce you to your colleague and head of your new department. Professor Bonito.”

Michael shook hands with the man, keeping his grip weak in anticipation of breaking the guy's fingers, the handshake however was surprisingly strong, showing how wrong his first impression was.

“Doctor James, my pleasure,” the man said in accented English, in what Michael considered was a Spanish accent.”

“Just Michael please,” said Michael.

“Then just Carlos for me then,” said the man, indicating a chair, and waiting for Michael to get comfortable.

“Now before you get too excited, Michael, there is little in the way of fame and fortune in this position I’m offering, in fact most scientists I know are myopic in their pursuit of a single goal and wouldn't touch it. We are not talking about exciting physics, just cleaning up and analysing the data we have and are getting, so the real science can be done unhindered.”

Michael was expecting exactly that kind of job anyway, and it was the kind of work he liked so remained neutral despite the initial down-sell.

“Separating the data from the noise is probably the most important task that goes on here, and in a way you will be helping all the other teams get to the bottom of their problems when you do it.”

I would have led with that, thought Michael, still remaining neutral.

“My team is small, but proportionally we have been given a lot of resources and obviously have masses of computing power at our disposal. It was your paper collating world wide power fluctuations due to solar activity, and how you analysed so many different types of data and sorted through the noise that was the main reason we wanted you.”

“You will be given a lot of autonomy in how you do the work, but we also expect you to work as a team with us. Of course we also get called into other projects from time to time to assist in specific data analysis and two of our previous employees have been added to the project teams for major discoveries for the work they did to help. Of course, there is always the possibility of another paper on how we analysed and sorted through the mess.”

Carlos stopped, and seemed to be expecting an answer, as did the other guy who he presumed was either the operations manager or a HR guy.

“I think you have my interest,” said Michael.

*
[image: ]


Michael was led by Carlos to a small white Fiat, one of the many similar vehicles he had seen in his travels in the complex. They drove the very short distance, almost at walking speed, to an older dire-looking building, three-stories high, windowless and battleship grey.

Both men got out of the vehicle, Carlos leaving the doors unlocked and the keys in the ignition. There were few people walking around, and the building they were looking at was quite ugly. It wouldn’t be out of place in an industrial estate in any corner of the world.

“This is one of the original buildings, it contains one of the newer data centres, and it also houses another team of scientists called the WOW team. They are a bit secretive, and primarily focussed on finding another anomaly. This building has some of the fastest network connections due to the data centre and we have the downstairs lab where the fibre routers enter the building, making it ideal for our work. We share the space with one of the WOW team’s three detectors and some of the technicians looking after it all.”

It all looked a bit grim to Michael. Was he really going to accept a job in some dingy basement with a small group of guys, not even working on any of the sexy stuff? He was not overly impressed so far, but not really too worried. CERN was his preferred option, but he had already been offered two other jobs in California for double the money so he was under no illusion this was a dead end for him. Even if he hated the job, a couple of years in CERN would look great on his CV.

The first surprise was the door they went through was just a short corridor with large elevator doors at the end. The corridor was well lit with light walls and nice pictures of a few, he supposed, famous scientists on the wall. The sign above the elevator had Einstein's famous quote ‘God Does Not Play Dice’ written in some sort of comic font, Michael smiled, these might be his people after all.

Carlos pressed the elevator call button and the doors opened immediately showing a very deep and high goods elevator which said capacity thirty and three Tonnes.

“Here is where we need the special key,” said Carlos, waving the badge around his neck in front of Michael then holding it up to the tag reader. There were no buttons except for the red one up at eye level which said, ‘Emergency’. The pad turned green and the doors started to close.

“They used to hold the tape backups down here, now the archives are on the big disk arrays and are in the servers up on the ground floor with the WOW team.”

‘Downstairs’ was a bit of a misnomer, the lift went down without stopping for about 30 seconds, there was no progress or floor indicator, and after a slight deceleration the doors opened to a massive well lit open area. Due to its size, the room felt more like a warehouse. Soft jazz music played from a speaker about ten metres up that was tied to some support beam. Michael looked around, awed, it certainly was no dingy basement!

“I saw your face up top, Everybody has the same reaction, even me when I first arrived, it really is quite a nice place to work though,” said Carlos smugly.

“This floor was built for housing a big detector, but the project goals changed a year into the excavation and it was deemed too small and repurposed as the backup tape storage area. It was going to be re-used at a later date but was considered not ideal so we made it our home base. Welcome to the Ghost Lab.”

Michael was impressed, it looked like it would take him months to work through all the equipment and computers in here. As if reading his mind Carlos said, “it is actually a lot simpler than it looks, the majority of that area over there is one of the original particle chambers the WOW team moved here, they replaced the older sensors with more modern sensitive detectors and it is one of the three detectors they use.”

“Why is it called the Ghost lab?” Michael enquired.

“Historical. The room used to hold a small neutrino detector, those are called the ghost particles because of the fact they are everywhere but almost impossible to detect. Even now billions are going right through us, and indeed the whole planet, but with almost no mass they hardly ever interact with any other particle.”

Michael was aware of what neutrinos were, and how we still had little to no idea about them, but was content for Carlos to elaborate.

“Anyway, over there.” Carlos pointed at a long row of flashing lights, “is our computer and temporary storage area, all recently upgraded. There is also a permanent presence of engineers and technicians who work twenty-four hour shifts. These guys are not really anything to do with us, but we share the same area and we are all pretty friendly.”

“Our team is small, just four day staff, but for the past five weeks it has only been three of us. Thomas, our data scientist, developed a long term illness and returned to Portugal, but you make the team back up to four again. Hours are flexible, most of us don't really have a life and tend to work long hours, though technically we are only contracted and paid for thirty-seven. I also don't mind you doing side projects outside your core hours, after all there need to be some perks. Now let's meet the other two guys.”
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He was taken to an area of the room between the computers and the detector where a dozen long benches sat. In between were racks of what look like customised electronics, oscilloscopes, meters and LED panels. Monitor screens filled every spare gap. The room had a large cleared area with five long, wide desks on them, each desk had a workstation with three large monitors each. Two other people sat typing, lost in something and unawares of Carlos and Michael. Carlos coughed loudly and both swivelled their chairs in his direction.

“Anne-Marie, Luc, let me introduce you to Doctor Michael James, the rock star data analyst guy I was telling you about last week.”

He pointed at the smaller person, a woman, “Anne-Marie Verne, Lyon University PhD in Mathematics, specialising in chaos theory.”

Michael stepped up to her and held out his hand. “Enchanted to meet you Miss Verne, please call me Michael,” he said in his best French.

The small woman, in her white lab coat, hiding behind a wall of monitors at first looked a little frightened, like a rabbit caught in a car’s headlight. But looking at the other two men, then back at Michael it changed to a mild look of shyness.

She seemed average in every way, her black hair bunched up on her white face and Michael smiled his best smile until his eyes finally caught hers. They were blue and scared looking, but stayed that way for only a second and then he caught a tiny smile on her face.

“Such a nice accent Michael,” she said demurely in French accented English and weakly shook his hand. “Your French is actually quite good, but we consider it polite to speak in English when we are in mixed company, we reserve French for when everyone listening can speak it, or we are outside the facility; Same goes for all languages, though there are exceptions if you are sure everyone is fluent. You will learn there are a lot of little rules like that around here Michael.”

Carlos stared strangely at Anne-Marie, then at the other man, sharing a momentary look of confusion between them. He then shook his head, stepped forward and pointed at the other man. “And this is Luc Johansson, from Stockholm, a man who seems to defy classification, he is just good at everything.”

Luc smiled and shook Michael's hand with a firm grip, though accompanied with a very big smile. “Just call me Luc, I’m a physicist, who went into chemistry, then into electronics, then computers. Carlos grabbed me before anyone else as I accidentally confessed to also knowing SQL.”

Michael laughed, structured query language was the normal way you analysed large data sets.

“So everything is at least in databases then?” He asked.

“Well, no.” Replied Carlos, “unfortunately some older data sets have not yet moved over, this is where Anne-Marie shines, she designs the digital signal processor software and mathematical algorithms that remove most of the noise and allows us to insert clean, less chaotic, data into the databases.”

Anne-Marie continued to watch Michael curiously, ignoring Luc’s complement. Carlos and Luc were still not quite getting over the fact that she had said more than two words, and had actually kept eye contact with the new man.

“One of our biggest problems unfortunately,” said Luc, shaking his head away from Anne-Marie, “is we have data from the last fifty years, in all sorts of media and formats going all the way back to tape reels. We actually have several old IBM tape readers from the 1970’s and a lovely old data analyst called Nora, who works three days a week in another building, and whose only job for the past twenty five years has been to mount the tapes so our programs can process them..”

“Somebody please kill me if I ever get given that job,” he added to a short smile from everyone.

Michael looked at Luc, he was tall and well built and probably could have played rugby or been a linebacker if he was American, his blonde hair was short and his skin a little pasty, his looks were not helped by this. But at least he seemed fun to work with.

“Why don't we show Michael where the coffee machine is.” Said Carlos, who started to walk away to a corner of the room, everyone followed, Anne-Marie a little behind, and quiet.

“So here is the coffee machine,” said Carlos, pointing out the obvious. “Hot water for tea, there is a fridge with cream and milk, and where you can keep your lunch if you don’t want to go to the cafeteria, just remember the fridge is emptied by the cleaner, Julianne on Monday and Thursday morning, she also stocks the fridge, tea and coffee beans so be nice to her.

“A well run ship!” Commented Michael looking around. His eyes fell on a fish tank with sand in it but no water, Carlos caught his gaze.

“That is Intsywintsy,” said Carlos, “Jez’s pet jumping spiders, she collects them. They are cute but only last a year so don't get too attached.”

Michael looked at a few of the little hairy dots through the glass, he was definitely not going to get attached. Spiders of any sort were not his thing.

“Who is Jez?”

“Jessabelle is one of the technicians I told you about,” said Carlos, “you will get to know them all eventually, they sometimes assist us if we need something done, especially if you feed them chocolate.”

“What’s your poison Michael?” Said Luc.

“Well tea usually,” then he remembered he was not in England, “that’s English breakfast tea, but I am also partial to cappuccino.”

Carlos looked through the colourful collection of tea boxes, ironically not finding anything made from a real tea plant. “Peppermint, chamomile, er, lemon and ginger..”

“Don't worry,” Michael said, “I saw some in the supermarket on site, they must have a lot of English people who miss home, also I suspect my mother will be sending me red-cross parcels of English food, she is very old fashioned.”

Anne-Marie’s curious look broke into a small smirk, she was always a bit apprehensive with new people, but Michael seemed familiar somehow. It was Deja-vu when their eyes first met, almost like someone she had talked to before, or wanted to talk to; It was like that nice boy at school that everybody liked, who always smiled at you when they passed and you were always going to say hi to. And why did she feel so happy?

They all settled down on a couple of old sofas and an armchair to drink. An Asian-looking guy, David, who was actually from Denmark introduced himself, he was also getting two coffees. He and the duty engineer Alfredo, were in the middle of doing a calibration on the B3 array, whatever that was.

“The music is mine,” said Carlos, “my turn today. The playlist is on strict rotation, and if you are not here for your turn, you miss it. No heavy stuff or rap allowed though, my lab, my rules.” He said it jovially. Michael would have to take some of the heavier pieces out of his playlist.

“I’m keen to get started right away,” said Michael, "I have been in Montreux on a French immersion course for almost a month so I need to get back into my work before I get too rusty.”

“Somebody should have told you, you can get by with just English here.” Smiled Anne-Marie. “It is probably the only place in mainland Europe where you can live your whole life without knowing the native language.”

He turned to her and his smile returned. “Well, I wanted to fit in, and being English I only know the one language, so I assumed fitting in would mean speaking French. It's strange, the day before my class started I met this woman who said exactly the same thing you just said, I assumed she was just making conversation.”

“Well I for one am glad you made the effort,” said Anne-Marie, “you will have a lot more choice and get far better service if you can speak French.”

Carlo and Luc stared again at Anne-Marie, then at each other. Michael noticed their interaction, but had no idea why. They finished up their drinks and left the cups rinsed on the sink for later, then Carlos dragged Michael on a tour of the lab. The data centre was amazing, there was a lot of horsepower in the computer systems and they were just scratching the surface, he really could make a difference here.

Carlos had left him a lot to think about that first day. By the time they had finished it had slipped past six o’clock, Carlos apologised for keeping him past the normal leaving time, watched him leave then, hypocritically, went back to his computer.
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Michael really had not much else to do. If he followed the word of the law on the hours he was supposed to work, he would be sat in his tiny bedroom, and bored for most of the week. So with his new access card in hand, he walked into the lab early.

When Michael got to the kitchen with his new unopened box of tea bags, the cleaner was already there emptying the dishes. She wore a simple uniform with a black apron over it, and was rocking her head, humming a tune with some black ear-pods in. That was until Michael surprised her.

“Oh, hi, sorry for startling you, I’m Michael, I’m the new guy here, you must be the cleaner?”

“So, sorry, I don't speak English well,” she stuttered embarrassed.

This was perfect for Michael, he repeated the sentence again in French, to a kind smile, then proceeded to let her know a bit about him and get a little information about her. Her name was Julianne, she had worked here five mornings a week for the last three years. She said she lived in Divonne-Les-Bains, a small village a few kilometres away on the French side of the border, with her husband and two young children.

She was actually quite chatty and, though he didn’t understand every word, her French was generally very clear. Julianne in turn ignored most of his mistakes, he suspected she was just being nice but he really appreciated her for bearing with him.

He heard someone walking up behind him and Julianne looked over Michael's right shoulder looking a little surprised. He turned and saw a new woman, no wait, was that Anne-Marie?

“Julianne, you should leave the poor Englishman alone,” teased Anne-Marie who walked up to her and kissed her softly on each cheek, then turned to Michael and did the same.

Anne-Marie had spent hours last night telling herself she could do it, had to do it. Her dreams were full of the new man, they were both laughing and he was smiling and holding her hand. The dreams were strange, but they were also beautiful. If Michael and Julianne had known the mental exercises that Anne-Marie had gone through in preparation for this small moment they would have been shocked. To her relief, both accepted the normal salutation with a smile.

Julianne hid her slight feeling of shock at the salutation. The first time she met Anne-Marie she gave a similar salutation and turned the poor girl into an almost quivering wreck. She looked at her blue eyes, now trained exclusively on the new man.

“Shame on you Michael, breaking the first rule, and talking French when Julianne needs to improve her English.”

Michael continued to smile, Anne-Marie had said everything so far in French, and something was definitely a little different about her today. Her medium black hair, that he did not notice yesterday, was pristine, her face had a little more colour, and her lab coat was open with a nice top under it and some attractive, if a little white, legs below her knee-length skirt. He didn’t really think anything of it yesterday, but he now thought she was probably quite pretty, and wondered what she looked like outside of the lab environment.

Julianne, was still getting over the shock from the change in Anne-Marie’s appearance and countenance, and after a positive, encouraging smile directed at Anne-Marie, she went back to her chores a little confused, leaving them both talking, but as usual listening in.

As they talked, Anne-Marie found she did not struggle for words, and had none of her usual anxiety-attacks, for some reason she even carefully corrected some of his bigger grammatical mistakes.

The lift opened and Carlos and Luc walked in and Anne-Marie switched to English mid-sentence.

“..I think it is Luc’s turn today to go over his work and take you through the formatting of the datasets,” she finished.

“Thank you Anne-Marie,” Michael said, genuinely happy, “I really wish we could continue our conversation in French, there is so much I want to talk about and I find you so easy to talk with, it is unfair we cannot do it at work.”

He smiled a little too teasingly before he walked over to Luc, and the only thing she thought about for the rest of the day was that smile and how happy she was feeling.

“What the hell have you unleashed!” Luc said, shaking his head, as they got out of Anne-Marie's earshot. “She looks totally different, and has never opened up this much to anybody. I think she must either really like you a lot, or I am going to have a word with security to see if she has been replaced by some alien lizard-double or a pod-person.” Michael laughed, getting the bad sci-fi references.

“Anyway, today you are all mine and we have a lot to do, let's sort your workstation and accounts up so you can get started.”

Michael was thrown deep into the massive system architectures of the various projects, but grasped some of the biggest problems they were having almost immediately. The set of programs he had written for his dissertation would probably be perfect, but he bet they knew that already. Everytime he caught a brief glimpse with Anne-Marie, they both smiled, he would most definitely be making the effort to get in early.
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​Deeper and Darker

[image: ]


“HI MARLINE, WHAT IS it?” Said Charlie to the young woman who had walked up with a small blue bucket. Marline was a shy, unpretentious girl, honest to a fault, hard working, but little in the way of ambition. Charlie thought she would be quite a prize catch for the right man if she ever got out of her shell and met one. She was one of two girls in the large office cleaning teams that Charlie and Gerty had found trustworthy, and the only two allowed access to these offices.

Charlie of course already knew what Marline wanted, the question had formed in the girl’s mind as she approached.

“Well miss, er, can you come to the window, please.” Charlie never questioned her, but got up and walked with her to the window. The girl had seen some weird box attached to the glass behind the drapes and was wondering if she should clean there.

Marline moved the drapes aside and she and Charlie looked at the box. Charlie moved her finger in front of her lips in the universal gesture not to talk. Then walked her out of the office into the corridor.

“Thank you Marline, can you leave the box for now, and please don't mention it to anyone.”

“No miss, not a word.” She said as they both walked back into the office.

She caught the thought that Marline would indeed never mention it to anyone. The big bonus that she and the other trusted cleaner earned for this one office to keep anything they heard or saw a secret, was a pinky-promise she would never break.

Charlie was in the office to debrief Alice, who was their normal liaison to the various government departments or clients. Alice would write the reports, field calls, sort out expenses and issue any invoices if necessary. She was gold.

The offices had of course been bugged before. Because Charlie and Gerty routinely dealt with big corporations, governments and police departments, they had had several incidents in the past, and had procedures in place with the government security services, the FIS, to fix.

She grabbed Alice as she walked through the door and turned her around to walk back to the corridor, once outside and the doors had closed, Charlie whispered smiling.

“The office is bugged again!”

Alice smiled. “Life never gets boring around here! The security guys were only here two weeks ago so it must have been done recently. Shall I call the exterminators?”

“Better had, though we should probably find out who is doing it and for what reason.”

Alice’s history was almost as interesting as Gerty's. She left the military at the age of twenty two to take up a position in the FIS, She was always seen as an efficient administrator and analyst and eventually became the PA to the director there, moving to the Swiss legal system where she ended up as Gerty’s assistant. She followed Gerty as she became the negotiator.

Alice shook her head, “I have no clue how you are going to do that and I am not going to ask.”

When they got back, Alice took some large signs out of a cupboard and hung them on the walls. They said in big letters ‘The office is bugged!’.
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During the belated debrief with Gerty the next day over breakfast, Charlie speculated as to who was bugging them. They looked at the most recent cases. The one in Ankara was purely a negotiation gig, to ensure both parties remained honest, five suppliers and six people were casually excluded from the negotiations due to private agendas but these guys were executives and middle managers, not secret agents, Charlie promised to review her memories to see if she missed anything.

Gerty's recent case at the Interpol offices in Nice could also be dismissed, apart from being present for the interviews and asking some pertinent questions she was never publicly acknowledged to even be there.

“What about the Munich case?” Said her mother.

“Yes, that's the one I was thinking of too. It was unusual in that one of the guys I handed to the police, Tanner, was working unbeknownst to us as an American agent of some type. I knew he was an agent, and that he was effectively looking into the same thing I was, but he was also quite dirty, and defrauding the bank for his own financial gain. I thought I would just cut the interview, collate the evidence and let the police sort out the mess.”

Gerty nodded. “There was a bit of a stink about it in the German press, it does seem to have soured the relationships between the two countries a little.”

“My other take,” continued Charlie, unfazed by the fact she had directly contributed to the relationship-souring between the two nations, “was that the money syphoned off by the actual main culprit, Mendez, looked to be going to support terrorist cells, which explained the CIA’s interest. But he also had other intentions which I didn't feel at the time that I had to dig any further into..”

Charlie paused thinking. “You know Mama, I got to be friends with the senior commander of the police force there, the arrests looked good for his department, and he did actually say if I needed anything I only had to ask.”

“I assume you are going back to Munich to call in that favour then?” Smiled Gerty.

“I think so Mama.”

“Well just be careful darling, I know you have Carl with you, and can take care of yourself, but none of these guys are nice people.”

Both women relaxed, going back to the usual less serious mother and daughter chatter. It was a few minutes later when Charlie was taking a sip of her coffee when she looked at her mother with curious eyes.

Gerty met her stare with one of her own. “No Charlie, I did not set you up with an English scientist in Montreux!” She said, shocked.

“But as your mother I feel you should tell me more..”
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Rail was usually her preferred choice for longer journeys, the four and a half hour journey to Liechtenstein suited Charlie so she could catch up on some papers she was reading. Carl as usual hardly spoke. It wasn't that he was anti-social, just quiet and professional.

She had coaxed a little of his story out of him over the time they were together, but he spoke the barest minimum and never initiated any of the conversations, so it usually got boring quickly. His mind as usual was focussed on the perceived threats, which had heightened after the recent bugging incident. Carl’s thoughts never strayed much from his job, she had caught him distracted the occasional time when she was in the company of another beautiful woman, but his thoughts never went that way with her. She was glad that Carl could separate business and pleasure so well, but to be honest, also a little disappointed that he did not indulge the occasional thought about her.

A flight of course would have taken under an hour, but flying was still one of her biggest phobias even though she was often forced by work to take dozens a year. Another reason was that the heightened anxiety was usually enough to wake her inner voice, though she had now gotten used to its occasional Delphic, and very ignorable chatter.

Carl drove the hire car from the train station up to her friend Gabrielle’s house in the mountains, then returned to his hotel three kilometres distant after checking the area. He resigned himself to the fact that Charlie was two people, the ultra-professional negotiator, and the young woman who wanted to pretend she was normal and that none of that other life existed. It made his and Simon's life difficult but Charlie accepted compromises as did Carl.
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Charlie kissed both Gabrielle’s cheeks then brought her in for a proper hug.

“It’s been ages Charlie!” Said Gabrielle. “And you are never on social media or allow us to post anything about you, so nobody has a clue where you’ve been or what you’ve been up to.”

“And what would we talk about if you already knew everything I’ve done!” Charlie smiled back cheekily. “A moment shared between good friends is intimate, you will remember tonight the next time we meet, surely that is better than a few likes.”

The night was wonderful, they talked about school, their last reunion and of course all Gabrielle's love interests. As a successful writer of romance novels Gabrielle needed to keep in practice.

“Oh a bug in your office, it sounds very exciting, and a handsome English scientist, this all sounds like a good plot for my next novel.” She said predictably.

“Oh Gabrielle, please not another. And don't try and kid me I wasn’t your first heroine! Remember Charlene?”

“I promise Charlie,” she said truthfully, “I did not know that was your real name, and my heroine was nothing like you, super-model by day, secret agent by night, and let’s not forget her forty inch heaving bosom!”

“Only in your world Gabrielle, could that ever happen.” Charlie laughed.

“Well, my world plus a hundred thousand readers you forget,” she replied laughing. “So come on spill some more, what was the jazz festival like with Bethany? I would really have loved to come, but you always seemed to do things like this so last minute. Are you sure you’re not a real secret agent or something?”

“Or something,” replied Charlie drolly.

“And this man, tell me more.”

“Oh just some young, green English scientist, he was cute, but much too nice for the likes of you or me, any one of your characters would have chewed him up and spit him out for breakfast. And while on the subject, let me guess the new book’s plot: A strong independent woman, goes on a dangerous adventure to an exotic location and seduces any man she wants along the way to solve the mystery.

“Close, you missed the part of how her powerful thrusting hips will send both him and the heroine to heaven at the close of every chapter. Are you sure you didn't get an advance copy?”

“I hope all your readers don’t think it’s that easy? Why doesn't your heroine find a good man who she can, you know, just be good friends with, and they can have a laugh and a joke?”

“Pish!” She said, topping up their wine glasses, “my plots are much more believable. Show me a man like that and I will marry him tomorrow!”

Both women laughed.

“Are you sure you don't want to stay a couple of nights Charlie, most of the girls hardly ever come here these days and I cannot talk to men the way I talk to you guys. I assume you will be going to Lianne’s engagement party in October?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, and if you want a plot for your next novel, ask her how she really met Dominic and how he really got that scar.”

Both women giggled into the night. Charlie tried not to read her friends' minds and had gotten dampening down her gift to an art-form, but plenty always leaked through especially when you were next to each other.

She did have one hard and strict rule though, another one of those that her mother told her, and if she went anywhere she expected to be alone she would open her mind to ensure nobody was around or listening in. It had saved her mothers life on more than one occasion and Charlie did have a greater range by far than Gerty. All she caught was Carl for a few brief moments early on, then nothing.

The two women had breakfast in Feldkirch, five kilometres over the border in Germany, and after breakfast Charlie and Carl began the slow drive to Munich for her meeting with the chief of police. No record of them entering or leaving Liechtenstein was ever made.
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She had no agenda with the chief of police and opened with a compliment of how efficient his department was. Moving to the planned interviews, she smiled and nodded to the few small conditions he requested, including giving their interviewer any insights she may get.

“The American agent Tanner was released, but as he has dual German citizenship, and the matter has not yet been resolved, he has been ordered not to leave the city. We have timed all three interviews so you can be present. Please remember though, you will be behind the one way mirror and will need to give your questions to the interviewer. Inspector Von-Gruden will perform the interviews as you seemed to have formed a cordial relationship from last time.”

Not being able to ask questions was far from perfect but she could work around it. Charlie and her mother usually found it very easy to get any answer, by simply proposing a question as open or specific as necessary. People always thought about the answers they gave; In the case of a lie, they had to remember whatever story they had fabricated, and usually remembered a lot more of the details of what actually happened when they did, allowing her questions to get more specific. There was no real defence against it, as long as she got close to the topic, she could move any topic to the front of their mind.

Charlie added two questions to the interviewers list, and waited patiently as the suspects lied their way through their interrogations.

The interviewer finally got to her questions, questions about their interview with the young lady, and if they knew who she was. The interrogator was briefed not to interfere if they did not answer. He was well aware that the woman behind the mirror was the one who had uncovered the crimes, and who was simply here at the moment to analyse the body and facial movements. Von-Gruden was a professional and stuck to the script, leaving uncomfortable silences from the three men and giving them time to recollect other memories.

The chief accountant Schultz knew nothing, he really was just greedy, sad and gullible. Mendez followed the same smug pattern as when she first interviewed him, though his thoughts towards whoever the woman was, were less than friendly. Charlie did however catch a brief thought on some organisation called The ElderNacht, a Matheus Franke their top dog in Europe, and some serious worry that they might kill him, or even the auditor. That was interesting!

The American agent Tanner, was different still, as he sat there thinking of the lie as his inner mind went through his debriefing process with another man a few days earlier. This other man was someone from CIA delta operations, whatever that was, and again his thoughts drifted on whether they knew who this negotiator woman was.

She waited until the end of the interview, and thanked the interviewer when he came in. She told him that the facial expressions and body language told her they had lied about three things, and gave him a pointer to the next line of questioning he should ask. The interviewer took what Charlie had said very seriously. He thought he could read people well but this woman was truly next level.

She thanked the Chief of Police one more time, then Carl drove them to the airport to drop off the hire car, and for their flight to the USA.

The Interpol agent assigned by the CIA Director, Ethan Curran landed at Munich airport an hour after Charlie and Carl flew out.
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The visit to the USA by Charlie was purely coincidental. Being up to date in almost everything was essential to a negotiator's work. She and her mother often paid big fees to various world experts for one-on-one training in their specialist fields. The visit would be to do a small two day job for the Swiss embassy's California office, then four days of training at UC Berkeley with Professor Montgomery, and the rest was visiting friends.

As the plane hit some turbulence Charlie gripped the armrest for dear life. She realised she still did not know if it was the CIA, this organisation called The ElderNacht, or even another party who had bugged their offices but she was now leaning towards The ElderNacht.

[...] [...] [...]

Charlie sighed, eyes tightly shut. [Go back to sleep dragon]

Her inner voice was just another distraction, another one of the hundred inputs, like sounds, vision, pain, other people's minds, all clamouring for her attention, and any one of which could be overridden by her body feeling a little cold, hungry wanting the toilet, even an itch that needed scratching.

Charlie and Gerty had become much more expert on consciousness over the years, having insights into it that others did not. To Charlie it was much more than a little ticker-tape narrative at the front of the mind, the one running from the day you were born to the day you died and broken every day by deep sleep.

She saw the comparisons people made to computers were both valid, and shallow simultaneously, whereas a computer processed inputs logically and to a specific conclusion, the mind rarely finished anything before being pulled off in another direction as another input condition overrode it. In a computer this would lead quickly to a stack-overflow condition, where memory would run out, no more return addresses could be stored and the computer would crash.

She assumed that it was the function of sleep, to fix this imbalance, but she also knew many autistic people had a much more severe reaction, the crash ending up as a withdrawal from life until they reset.

Charlie really wished her grandfather was still alive to talk about this, as she was never going to forward her insights to others. Rule one was to try to keep below the radar, and act only when there is a credible alternative explanation.

She knew some animals had the narrative, and Charlie would love one day to use her gift on a dolphin, but when she got into a bathing costume it was always to lie on a beach never to swim. Swimming was another thing she hated, she couldn't be good at everything.

She was however looking forward to her little one-on-one boot camp with Professor Montgomery, he was a genius in the embryonic world of AI. Young, quite good looking, a little flirtatious but also understood she was no normal corporate pushover. He also knew that the thirty thousand dollars she would pay him for these few days of his time benefited his research as well as her.
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The overweight man was sitting at his multi-screened computer setup, eating nachos and wondering where the negotiator woman had gone. The bugs and surveillance they had put on the negotiators was basically proving useless, and he personally thought it a waste of time. He wondered what the end game was, and why The ElderNacht wanted to know about these auditors.

Leader Matheus was happy to use bottom-feeders like Mendez, then dispose of them once their usefulness had finished, but The ElderNacht never usually went after the legal authorities as it tended to end badly. He guessed the orders came from higher. Matheus was second-tier to his father, the group leader, and the man who ran the organisation from the island in the Caribbean. He had overheard rumours The ElderNacht was the remnant of some Nazi’s who escaped during the war, but he knew that was probably bullshit, Nazi’s would never help Islamic terrorists.

No, The ElderNacht might have harboured a few Nazis at one time, but it now had some deeper purpose, one that only its inner circle knew about. The criminal part of the organisation was just the tip of the iceberg, a means to an end. There were the drugs of course, but its fingers were in every unethical pie from mining to counterfeit pharmaceuticals, but he knew there were also many legitimate parts to the organisation and it certainly was not short of cash. So again why help terrorists?

He knew of course to keep his thoughts to himself. Whatever their endgame was, he knew it paid to just do the job and not to ask questions.

Matheus Franke chose this moment to walk in the operations room and he slumped up to attention as the man addressed his boss, the floor supervisor, two desks over.

“Has the clean-up team been sent to Munich?” The leader said in his usual gruff voice, and without preamble.

“Yes Sir, they are just waiting for the transfer of Mendez and the other prisoner from the police station to the remand facility, it will be easier and cleaner if they hit them en-route. The last man, Tanner the CIA agent will be done by another team simultaneously at his house. He is on home detention and the house he is in is unguarded. ”

“Good, I want Mendez especially out of the picture in the next few days before he has had a chance to talk. Anything else?”

“The younger negotiator, the one from Munich, left by train to Liechtenstein four days ago, our agent was unable to follow. The bugs he managed to plant have given us no real information but we now know there are two negotiators, a mother and daughter, the mother was some prominent judge in her day and may have done some of the heavy lifting on this case.”

Matheus grunted, seemingly thinking. Nobody in the room dared to interrupt.

Matheus was indeed thinking. Father was impatient with the slow results on the artefact, and worried about the woman who had interviewed Mendez finding out any more. Matheus had made it clear a few hours ago to his father that he thought it would be better that she was also out of the picture, but father was curious to know how much she knew.

“These negotiators will be taken care of soon enough. Let me know immediately when Mendez and the other two men are dead.”

The floor supervisor outwardly acknowledged the order with a nod and a “Yes Sir!”

Satisfied, the leader walked back out of the open area.

The overweight man sank back down into his chair, looking quickly around the room at the other faces. ‘Taken Care of’ was usually a euphemism for killed, and it looked like The ElderNacht were about to cross another line; a line where all the targets were all relatively well connected to government agencies. He couldn't see it ending well.
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Charlie slid the bedsheets aside and walked naked to the shower. Professor Joe Montgomery was not quite as exceptional in the sack as on a computer or whiteboard, but she gave him a pass. He was still snoozing off the last of the red wine, the morning sun was filtering through the Venetian blinds in his top floor apartment overlooking the botanical gardens.

Charlie had learnt a lot, she had also enjoyed Joe’s company so much so that she finally succumbed to his flirtatious charm, the man after all met most of her criteria, charming, handsome and intelligent. The fact he wasn’t Italian being the only reason she would be leaving back for Geneva in a few days.

“Please say you don't want to go back to the lab?” A tired voice came from under the sheets.

Charlie was drying her hair and sat at the foot of the bed in her underwear.

“Oh Joe, I’m sorry if my extremely loud hair dryer woke you up, but there is the little matter of how you were going to show me how to set up the voice interaction and external control stuff this morning. You do remember that I still have people to visit and I am on a flight in a few days?”

A brown hand came out from under the sheet and pulled back enough to expose a young, good looking man with short black hair and a very designer five o'clock shadow.

“Seriously Charlie, you could just ask the AI to do that, and how do you expect me to be able to think of anything but your gorgeous..”

Charlie moved his creeping hand casually away from her rear.

“You missed your chance Joe, I only brought enough shampoo in my overnight bag for one shower.”

“Yet you managed to fit a hairdryer in your bag..” He said, shaking his head.

“Tut tut Joe, a lady always comes prepared, now get your arse into the kitchen and make your favourite student something for breakfast.
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The computer lab was mostly empty the next day. A couple of Joe’s graduate students were working in other parts of the lab quietly, and Joe and another of his students were standing by a large triple monitor workstation. The door opened and two suited men were shown in by the department’s secretary Janice, who looked slightly worried. The two men walked through to where he was teaching.

“Professor Montgomery, a moment of your time please.” They both flashed badges indicating they were CIA.

Joe had dated enough lawyers and had enough swing in the university and community not to be intimidated by the two men.

“One second please gentlemen..” He said.

He ignored them for a few seconds pointing at something on the screen to the student then saying, “come back with the results in thirty minutes please Peter.”

The student left. And Joe gave his full attention to the two agents.

“Now what can I do for you fine gentlemen today?” Joe was having a hard time telling the two men apart, they looked and dressed the same and it was only that one was a little shorter, uglier and paler that he could distinguish them.

It was the tall one who spoke. “You recently spoke to a Miss Schneider from Switzerland. Can you tell us the nature of your business with her?”

“Ahh, Charlie said you may call and ask, and she said I should tell you. Well quite simply gentlemen, Miss Schneider had arranged a four day tutorial on the latest AI systems.”

“Isn’t that a bit unusual?” Said the shorter man with a much more unpleasant demeanour, and a distinctly southern accent.

“Not at all, I run several private tutorials and consultancies outside of my normal university tenure. I ran one for your NSA guys not two months ago and covered the same topics I did with Miss Schneider. I can show you the slides and notes if required.”

The two men looked at each other, unsure of the next question, Joe could tell they probably expected him not to be so open.

“Where did Miss Schneider go after the training course?” Said the short one again, his unpleasant demeanour unchanged.

“I have no idea,” said Joe casually. “She did say she was staying with friends before her flight out in a few days. Please don’t ask me who they are because I have no idea.”

“Did she discuss anything you thought was strange or unusual?” Said the short one again.

Strange, and unusual, basically covered everything Charlie said and did. The professor got a small flash drive out of his pocket and handed it to the more pleasant taller one, addressing him and not the shorter one. “She asked me to give this to the agents who would come and visit me. Does that count as strange or unusual?”

The two men looked at each other both seriously and confused. Seeing their expressions, Joe continued.

“Miss Schneider is an enigma gentleman, and the most intelligent person I know, period. I don't say that lightly, as I am a tenured professor at one of the world’s top universities, but that woman probably learnt more in those four days than most of my students learn in four years, and computers are not even her specialist subject. I suggest when you see her that you ask her yourself, though you may be a little late if she has left the country.”

The tall guy grunted, looked at the shorter guy with a shake of his head and said, “thank you professor, we will be in touch if we have any further questions.”

The two men walked off. Joe gave a mild shrug quietly adding, “good luck gentlemen, if you’re as smart as me then she will only be two steps ahead of you.”
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Chambers sat in her usual chair in the executive meeting room above the operations floor. The view looked down onto her area through the one way glass windows.

The operations manager had just finished giving herself, her aide and the two liaisons the brief on the killing of Mendez and their agent Tanner in Munich. She stopped him when he moved on and casually mentioned the movements of the negotiator.

“The woman is in this country?”

“Yes Ma'am,” he said.

“Do we know what she is doing here?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said looking at his laptop. “Somebody contacted the address at the embassy she put down. The embassy replied that Miss Schneider was attending an AI training course at UC Berkeley with a professor Montgomery.”

“Two local field agents conducted a visit to the professor and he gave them full cooperation on what she had been doing. Professor Montgomery then handed the lead agent a flash drive from the woman, the drive was marked for the attention of the CIA.”

“Say again!” Said Chambers, giving the aide a strange look.

The aide began to repeat the sentence when Chambers stopped him. “It was rhetorical Castillo.” She shook her head, the shear fucking hubris of the woman!

“What the hell was on the drive?”

“There was a summarised report of the Munich operation, concentrating on an organisation she thinks was behind it, one called The ElderNacht. We already have a substantial file on the organisation, the DEA has an ongoing investigation for drug trafficking, so most of the information she gave us we already have.”

“However she added some new information, giving us the probable leader of the Munich branch of the organisation and the probable location of its headquarters in the Caribbean. Some of this checks with uncorroborated information we already have.”

The man paused a second as if unsure then added. “She also gave us more damning evidence that our Munich agent we planted inside of the company was on the take..”

“At least your department won't be getting any further comeback on that one,” interrupted the army liaison, a heavy set woman with McCloskey written on the breast pocket of her uniform.

She continued the jibe. “From where I am sitting, it looks like this little girl is doing a much better job than the whole of the delta operations department!”

Chamber’s chose to ignore the army brat, tempering down her anger. She was still seriously pissed off that the CIA director had assigned this agent Ethan Curran to investigate what happened in Munich and took her department off the case. But at least the storm over the Munich operation seemed to have died down; and with the murder of agent Tanner, she was also now hoping that the investigation would quietly disappear.
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Charlie had worked with Joe’s AI models during the training to make a system that combined the university's colossal and up to date archives with the gigabytes of information she had brought in on her encrypted pen drive from her own Interpol and FIS sources. From that she now had a pretty good idea of who The ElderNacht was and their probable location, just not what their goal was.

Once she had the main facts in front of her though, she could speculate much better than any AI model could. The result was the condensed report she produced for the Swiss FIS, Interpol, and the CIA, who she knew were probably still struggling their way through the Munich data.

The ElderNacht puzzle had a lot of missing pieces she was unhappy with. Home, as far as she could tell, was in the independent Caribbean island state of Costa Verde. The Franke family owned a large portion of the sparsely populated east of the Island, a mountainous area with rain forests and a few small plantations. The family was very wealthy, very powerful, and very secretive, cleverly running their illicit operations through a series of shell companies and cells. The turnover from the Franke family operations she determined easily dwarfed the GDP of the little island state, and the small army of security they had, meant they were never going to have any problems with whoever was in power.

The history of the family was not very clear however. Matheus Franke, the name she plucked directly from the thoughts of Mendez, was the son of Doctor Henry Franke, whose father was Rudi Franke, a prominent Nazi in occupied Rome. It was believed Rudi Franke escaped to South America at the end of the war with his infant son, three other Nazi historians, and hundreds of items of stolen and looted artefacts.

So The ElderNacht seemed to be an empire built on Nazi loot, but not on Nazi ideals, especially if they were aiding Islamic terrorists. Something felt wrong to Charlie.
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Ethan Curran was speculating on exactly the same thing, but for much different reasons. His carefully negotiated visit to Munich was smacked-down hard when Mendez and their agent were both shot dead the day before he was due to interview them.

With two days until his return flight he decided, rather than waste the time, he would try and rebuild some of the damage done between the CIA and the police force there. As he spoke fluent German, was technically an Interpol agent, and the fact was that it was now a murder investigation against an American citizen, he received a slightly more sympathetic ear from the police.

After apologising to the police chief for the stupidity of the CIA, and asking if he could have any extra information they had that would help him complete his analysis, he was surprised to receive full access to the interviews and all the case notes that the negotiator had left for them.

The notes from the negotiator were impressive, more like a scientific paper rather than the normal investigative report he was used to reading.

The comments from the interviewer regarding the negotiator also intrigued him as Von-Gruden came across to him as a very competent investigator. The investigator was very impressed with the woman, saying her insights seemed to go beyond the usual mentalist ones, and in all cases proved to be both helpful and accurate.

After he had done all he could in Munich, he decided his next logical step was to arrange a meeting with this negotiator. He expected anyone who impressed an efficient investigator like Von-Gruden would likely have some further insight, and to tell the truth he was actually looking forward to talking with her. It was on impulse that he decided to phone the number given by the negotiator to the police in Munich.

“Negotiator liaison office. Alice Bortolusso speaking,” came back the crisp French voice.

“Hello Mrs Bortolusso, my name is Ethan Curran. I am an agent of the US Government working on the murder in Munich of an American agent and the person he was investigating. I was given information that one of your employees, Miss Charlene Schneider, attended the final interviews of both the victims. I was hoping I could speak with her, or at least arrange a meeting to see if she could give me any further information.”

“Mr Curran. Miss Schneider is not an employee of any company I am aware of, but I can get in touch with her. Can you email your request to me, and I will expedite it. Please note she is currently out of the country for a few days, and not obligated to reply to you, however I expect she or the other negotiator will wish to talk to you.”

Alice gave him her email contact address and, after a few pleasantries, rang-off.

Interesting thought Ethan.

He received the new copy of Charlie’s summary report from his Interpol office when he arrived back at his hotel. He realised the same report had also gone to other agencies including the CIA and the Munich police. He was very impressed by the summary she gave and decided to follow it up in his call to the deputy director later that evening. His flight to DC was the next day, if there were follow up questions he could answer in person.

Ethan was very different from the normal secret service types. His doctorate was in criminal psychology and during his four year stint in the FBI was responsible for solving two of the most perplexing cases in US history, including catching the serial killer known as the death angel.

Because of his language skills, acquired from his Italian father and German mother, he was moved sideways into the New York Interpol office backing up the FBI, police, and the DEA.

Ethan earned a reputation for thoroughness, and political neutrality, which meant he often got pulled from his normal duties to discreetly assist many of the other agencies especially during delicate international matters.

A few weeks before getting the call from the new CIA director he had been going through a bit of a mid-life crisis. Work was getting more and more mundane, and the bureaucracy was eating more and more into the cases he liked to pursue. He had already made the decision to resign at the end of the year, sell off everything he owned and travel the world for a few years. The decision, which had not told anybody about yet, had already lifted his spirits a lot.

He arrived back at his Washington apartment just after eight PM, and decided to go for a short run along the Potomac river, before turning in early. Ethan did his best thinking while jogging, but he was barely fifteen minutes into his run when he put two and two together and realised that this woman was probably in very great danger if The ElderNacht were tidying up.

He broke off his jog to call his usual CIA contact Priscilla at the operations office.

“Hi Pri, Ethan here. Do you have the location of the Swiss negotiator woman Charlene Schneider?”

“Yes, she is due to fly out of San Francisco airport tomorrow afternoon.”

Interesting! “Do we know what she was doing here?” He asked curiously.

He heard the rapid typing in the background as Priscilla searched for the files.

“Yes, she was training with a professor Montgomery at..” Priscilla stopped as she read ahead. “Wait, oh that's weird, there is a detain order for her on the system! She is to be stopped and detained at the airport for questioning by.. By, well, by us!”

Priscilla sounded confused. “That’s not right Ethan, I checked the system yesterday and there was no such order. There is also no record of which agent has been assigned.. It seems very, unspecific..”

“Shit! Pri, I need that order removed now. I am guessing that whoever issued it has a motive other than interviewing her.”

“I can’t Ethan, whoever did this knows the system, it's locked me out, I will need to phone the San Francisco office directly..”

“Do that Pri, tell them that she is not to be touched, and also I need to be on a flight to San Francisco tonight, can you get me there?”

“Of course. Let me call you back in a few minutes.”

The phone went dead, and Ethan about-turned, and ran straight back to his apartment. He got the call as he entered his front door. He was booked on the 10 p.m. flight which with the zone change would get him there at one in the morning.
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The five hour flight was uncomfortable but thankfully nearly empty, allowing him to take all three rows and get a few hours shut-eye. Priscilla had booked him in the airport hotel and he managed a little more sleep before working through the few contacts who would take his early calls.

Ethan was inside the director of immigration’s office, at the airport, at eight AM, on a conference call with the operations director of the local CIA office, and the captain of the airport security police.

The level of acrimony between the three parties would usually make such a meeting unbearable, but he was currently negotiating this particular minefield quite well.

“No agent has been assigned from this office,” the CIA operations director said bluntly. “I can see the detain order was added to the system only yesterday and then removed from the system last night, something doesn't feel right. Have you phoned Chambers? The order is in her name.”

“I checked with my liaison at the CIA and it could not have been her, however we will need to shelve this part of the discussion. The main thing is to confirm that you have no agent assigned, and the order has been removed from both systems.”

Ethan looked to the director of immigrations who looked at his terminal. “Yes I have just cancelled the order here. It is an old IT system so it will show as cancelled, but my officers are aware of the deficiencies in the system and will not impede her.”

“Good.” He turned to the captain. “We may still have an issue. The fact remains that somebody issued that order and somebody may still turn up. It may still be a genuine error, but there are a lot of bad vibes coming from all this. We need to assume whoever turns up will not be CIA, will be armed and will most certainly be dangerous, so we need to ensure your guys are prepared for that eventuality.”

“My guys are well trained Agent Curran.” Said the hard faced stoic man in the police uniform.

“Good, then we should have the advantage. If whoever this agent is, has not been informed that the order has been cancelled then they should not be suspicious and they will turn up expecting full cooperation. If they have been informed they will not turn up.”

Ethan got up from the seat in front of the director of immigration’s desk.

“I thank you all. This still remains a CIA operation, and if somebody is taken into custody, the CIA will take custody of the suspect. However regarding the detention, airport security will be the ones to take them into custody. I think we can do this without anybody getting hurt.”

“I will get some agents down as soon as possible,” said the CIA man.
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Crane was used to power and getting what he wanted, and didn't think twice when he was admitted to the secure area without so much as a glance at his fake credentials. He was a well regarded member of The ElderNacht with fifteen confirmed kills. He liked his work. Moran had been his CIA contact for four years now without even so much the slightest hint of any problems.

“The special interview room has been prepared for you sir,” said the police officer in a deferred tone that Crane liked. Then the man led him down the windowless grey corridor.

Crane smiled as the man opened the metal door for him to enter, then as he did he stopped in shock as two police officers stood to either side of him with full tactical response suits and loaded automatic weapons pointed straight at him.

The two policemen's demeanours said they were very aware of the person they were dealing with, and how dangerous he was. Crane’s brief impulsive thoughts to reach for his gun disappeared instantly.

The door clanged behind him and a new voice said slowly and carefully.

“Place both your hands behind your back now!”

“You guys are in a world of trouble, you do realise I am CIA and the second..”

“Shut up and do exactly as you are told NOW!” Came the same voice, this time with no trace of pleasantness.

Crane heard another gun readied behind him. And the same voice continued. “You have five seconds to comply, if you do not I will shoot your left shoulder. Five.. four.. Three..”

“OK.. OK..” Said Crane anxiously. Both his hands coming up in a surrender gesture, then coming together slowly behind his back.

A rough set of hands gripped his arms and a set of cuffs were snapped onto him. A hand reached over him and into his jacket pocket lifting the 9mm Beretta out carefully.

“This will be the end of all your careers..” started Crane in his most imposing voice before he was kicked in the back of his knees and went to the floor.

The same hands placed a set of ankle cuffs on him, then dragging him up, frisking him, removing the knife and the second gun from his ankle. The hand forced him into the chair next to the metal table. Both the table and the chair were fixed to the floor and unmoveable and his handcuffs were then fixed to the hook at the centre of the table.

“Thank you guys.” Said the mystery voice, as he appeared from behind him. “I think we have all his toys.”

The two policemen relaxed, their guns falling back to their sides. Crane looked around the bland room, to the two cops standing a few metres back, then to the policeman who had so thoroughly disarmed him, and finally to the new man walking into focus, who was not even armed.

The new man was most definitely the one in charge, he was younger than he expected, with medium black hair, two day old stubble and a pair of thin rimmed glasses over what looked like green eyes. The man also did not get the memo about the CIA standard issue black suit, and his tweed suit made him look more like a history professor than any agent Crane had ever dealt with. The new agent held both his fake ID and his wallet and was looking at them.

“I am sure you have a very good explanation for impersonating a CIA officer,” he looked at the man’s wallet. “Mr Crane.”

“The CIA will be here soon enough but since you obviously have a contact or two in the CIA we will be using agents from the local office. Also, in case you are thinking that the person who sent you will get you out of here, please note that I have also informed the Director of the CIA. So Mr Crane, unless that is your contact you won't be getting out of this mess anytime soon.”
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“You didn't really have to drive me to the airport Pamela,” said Charlie to the woman next to her in the back seat of the limousine.

“Oh come on Charlie, you’ve not been state-side for ages! If you think I was going to let you go back to Europe without seeing me, you were very much mistaken. Anyway, I have to fly to London for his award ceremony tomorrow, and what is Roger going to do without someone to pick out the right shirt and tie to wear.”

Charlie laughed. “Since when do US Senators have to dress their husbands Pamela?”

“Since they have to stand next to them at award ceremonies and make them look good my dear.”

Charlie had stayed at a large serviced apartment next to the University for the last five nights then drove down to Monterey to stay with a friend, then as a guest at Pamela’s family home yesterday spending a relaxing evening chewing the fat over dinner.

Pamela was a good friend of her mothers and often stayed over when she was in Europe. Gerty and Pamela went to school together for two years in Oxford while Pamela's father was the UK ambassador there in the mid seventies. Little Charlie had seen Pamela several times over the years, and was a very good friend of her youngest son Harry, who was unfortunately still serving overseas in the military.

The car stopped in the airport’s VIP drop-off zone and Charlie heard the rear trunk of the car click open before the driver and Carl got out.

“How do you travel with no luggage? I mean it's easy for me as I have my house here and an apartment in DC but you..”

“My luggage will follow me. I still have the diplomatic passport which means my luggage can travel on its own using the diplomatic services, sort of a thank you for my mother and me doing the occasional service for the Swiss government.”

“It’s a shame you’re not an American citizen, I could really do with someone like you on my technology committee, those big tech-giant assholes are lying through their teeth and I know it..” She paused, forgetting whose company she was in, and getting out of her senator mode. “Anyway, it was really nice to share some of your insight into that AI voodoo with me.”

Pamela’s door was opened by the chauffeur before Charlie replied, and both the women got out; Charlie with her little backpack, and Pamela with a cabin bag on wheels. The chauffeur trailed along behind pushing two massive cases. Carl held a small brown leather rucksack over his left shoulder following all of them another eight metres behind. Carl could not carry his weapon in the USA, despite the fact he had the same diplomatic stamp. It did not however make him any less deadly.

“Why don’t you check in and I will meet you at the Centurion Lounge in thirty minutes, I have a quick private phone call to make,” said Pamela.

Charlie stepped up to the immigration officer and presented her passport and boarding pass, then immediately knew something was possibly wrong.

The man was looking at some message on his screen which said ‘CIA detain for interview’, and ‘cancelled’ next to it, he was also reconciling it with the fact he had just seen the diplomatic visa stamp on the passport.

“Is there a problem officer?” She said seriously.

“Er, no miss, everything is fine,” he said respectfully and handed her passport back, then directed her into the diplomatic line, bypassing the usual TSA madness.

So the CIA had issued a stop and interrogate order and then cancelled it. Interesting. She waited for Carl who had the same visa.
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Ethan watched the woman from behind the one-way glass, as she waited for the large blond man to pass through immigration. He was trying to reconcile the image he had of her in his mind before this, and the image of the beautiful woman standing before him now. He couldn't.

Thank god he had checked in with Priscilla, had got here in time, and had the detain order cancelled. The Munich debacle would have paled into insignificance if anything would have happened to her here.

Crane, whoever he turned out to be, was obviously a hired killer, and whoever had hired him, had the audacity to want her murder framed on the CIA and the USA. He knew the shitstorm he had initiated was going to cause someone a few sleepless nights, but that was far preferable to what could have happened.

He looked again at the woman, yes she had a bodyguard he doubted anyone would tangle with, but the man would have been useless here, where the whole system would have been against him. It would only have taken a short time for Crane to get her away and.. He shuddered again, looking into her dark eyes, he looked forward to meeting this woman properly and under nicer circumstances.

She was still waiting for her bodyguard when she suddenly turned directly to him in the window and winked.
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Charlie wondered who the stranger was behind the one way glass mirror. She had caught the thoughts several times from the man wondering about if she could see him. She had even thought about being a little smarter, getting her lipstick out and using it as a makeup mirror while reading more on the man who had presumably just averted her attempted abduction. But as she caught the kind thoughts, and the ones that they would meet soon anyway, she just smiled and winked. Let him read into the gesture what he wanted.

It was one of those nice rare occasions where two people met and immediately liked each other. One saw the mind but could not see the person, the other saw the person but could not see the mind.

She was joined by Carl a few seconds later and headed off to the guest lounge.
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​Anne-Marie’s Awakening
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ANNE-MARIE WAS AN ENIGMA. She had never fitted any of the perceived definitions of a French lady, she neither dressed well, nor had any of the sophistication society expected of one. She was short, a bit skinny, never exercised and was pale skinned due to her never going out much. Her medium length black hair was often unwashed for days and held in a bun, the antithesis of a shampoo commercial. Yet there was also an underlying beauty to her, unrecognised by herself, but apparent to anybody who looked closer.

She was also extremely intelligent and analytical, and the top of her small field of chaos mathematics. She shunned all invites to conferences, declined to give talks, and straight up ignored collaboration requests on papers. In fact her only published work was from her PhD dissertation which was received extremely well in the very small community of mathematicians she belonged to; and was enough to get her the invite to join the small team at CERN twelve months earlier. It was a job that suited her demeanour well, and she did not look back. She was happy to disappear.

Anne-Marie’s chronic shyness had been diagnosed early, and was something she had tried to come to terms with many times but failed. She was now paying the price of hiding away too many times from would-be friends and suitors, with a life of loneliness. She hid it all behind a lab coat and a thin veneer of happiness, a twenty four year old virgin who lived for her work.

All that changed for some reason when Michael appeared.

Whatever had happened in those first few seconds to Anne-Marie had been a slap in the face. Carlos noticed, Luc noticed, and the engineers, the technicians and even the cleaner noticed, but Michael, without context, did not. Something about Michael had made her warm to him immediately, for the first time knowing what to say without freezing, or shying off back into her work. Feelings that she had known were there, bubbled to the surface, and she found herself distracted from her work, looking at her reflection in the mirror and wondering, for the first time, what it would be like to be with a man like him.

In the shopping mall after work, she walked aimlessly and self-consciously past the fashion shops and hair salons, watching the women who shopped or worked there, but not knowing how to proceed. The only women Anne-Marie even knew to talk to were her step-mother, step-sister and Julianne the cleaner. There was also Jessabelle, one of the electronics engineers who shared their workspace. But Jez terrified her even more than the men, she was a big woman, a goth, whose tattoos and dark makeup scared Anne-Marie so much that she would avoid her presence whenever she could. When she had to converse with Jez it was usually in the form of single syllable words as she shied away.

Julianne the cleaner was different. She was quite approachable, friendly and was always non-threatening with complementary banter when they crossed paths. Anne-Marie knew she also had another side, as she had once met her outside of the facility in a cafe with a man. She had hardly recognised Julianne when she walked over to Anne-Marie that day to say hello, as she was a different woman. Not the uniformed office cleaner, but a well dressed and sophisticated lady, as beautiful as any she had seen walking in and around the city. Anne-Marie had, as usual, shied away from the encounter, making the briefest polite comment she could before locking up as Julianne’s husband and children approached. Luckily Julianne had recognised the symptoms of her shyness immediately from her experience with her sister, and backed off with a pleasant smile and goodbye.

“Julianne?” Anne-Marie said the next morning. “What do you think of Michael?”

Julianne looked at Anne-Marie, hiding her surprise much better than Luc and Carlos had, and knowing something was different. Looking into Anne-Marie’s sweet blue eyes she finally understood the question for what it really meant.

“I think he is very handsome, ma Cherie.” she said kindly. “He is also very friendly and has a very sweet strange accent which makes you want to talk more with him. I can also see he has noticed you, and likes you a lot.”

Anne-Marie was shocked. How could Julianne tell such a thing from her brief encounter between the three of them. She tried to ignore it, but couldn’t.

“But how would someone like me..” She never finished the sentence.

“Anne-Marie,” she said softly. “You are your own worst enemy! Your looks are hidden away behind a lab coat and buried underground by a hundred metres of concrete. You are young, intelligent, have a beautiful face and a nice body, yet you de-emphasized everything about your femininity until yesterday.”

She looked into Anne-Marie's eyes. “Even a middle-aged woman like me, who has two children, can excite passion in a man, yet you never try.”

“Oh Julianne, you should not demean yourself, the woman I saw in the cafe that day was beautiful and charming.,”

“And the woman I saw in that cafe that day could also be beautiful and charming if she made a tiny little effort.” Julianne replied assertively, emphasising the statement with her finger and thumb very close together.

“Yesterday, I saw a tiny effort to make that change and the effect was profound. Everybody has noticed the new woman, the one who was previously invisible.”

Julianne saw that Anne-Marie was seriously considering what she said, but that some apprehension was still there. She got her cell-phone out of her overall pocket and scrolled through some screens. “Let me write this number down, it is the number of my younger sister Sophie..”

Anne-Marie felt her anxiety rising up, and Julianne saw the change in her countenance.

“I can see you are worried,” she said softly, touching Anne-Marie’s arm gently. “But Sophie is not like that. She too is pretty, and she too has a similar shyness, but like you now, she is making the effort to change, and slowly she is conquering it. She still does not have many friends, but I know you both and I think you would like each other and could help each other.”

She moved her hand down Anne-Marie’s arm to hold her hand. “I have talked to Sophie many times, I even mentioned you as a possible friend, but she was much too shy then and I did not think the time was right. Now it is.”

Juliette squeezed her hand gently. “Sophie will never judge you as she is in the same place as you and trying to move to a better one. Please let her try and help you Anne-Marie, I see you alone here with nobody to talk to but these computers and I am sad inside that the rose before me will wither before it has bloomed. If this man is in your future you deserve all the help you can to catch him. All women deserve to be loved, and love does not mean you cannot still be a great woman in other areas.”

Anne-Marie was stunned by the prophetic words. Julianne was a lot more than she appeared to be. But she kept silent, not replying or moving for several seconds as Julianne wrote down the number on a scrap of paper and handed it to her with just one word, backed by an intense emotion. “Please.”

Julianne may not have known what was going through Anne-Marie's head but she was clever enough not to push it further, smiling and turning away and going back to her work.

Anne-Marie slowly and carefully added the number into her phone and walked back to her workstation in a daze. Michael was there already, animatedly talking to Carlos next to a large screen, Luc nowhere in sight. She looked at him, the unfamiliar emotions arising again in her, and she resolved to call Sophie.
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Michael gradually started to notice the same thing everybody else had, that Anne-Marie was actually a quite beautiful woman. Each day he would see some little change in her, and though Michael was naturally flirtatious, he kept it under control with Anne-Marie due to them being work colleagues, and he in an unfamiliar country with unfamiliar customs. Instead he was complementary of her new looks and careful not to push the narrative. While Anne-Maria understood that his compliments were not romantic, it was hard not to secretly imagine his words had real meaning.

“Luc, what is it with Anne-Marie?” Michael said a week later. “Was she just having a bad-hair day when we first met?”

Luc looked at him, putting his finger in the air in a ‘wait’ gesture then finished typing something into his computer.

He spun his chair around to face Michael. “Bad-hair day! Ha, most certainly not Michael. Anne-Marie is criminally shy, it took her a month before she would even say two words to me that were not related to the project. Something has changed, for the better. Maybe she has found a boyfriend or a girlfriend, but whatever it is, and whoever caused it I am so very happy for her, she always seemed so lonely.”

Michael looked at him bemused. “I wanted to ask her to help me improve my French, she seems to like to talk to me, but I do not want to cross any lines.”

“You know Michael, if I was not engaged to be married, I would be on my knees to someone like Anne-Marie this minute to ask her to help ‘improve my French’.”

Luc smiled and winked using air quotes for the last three words, and Michael grimaced. Luc had obviously found a double-meaning for the words ‘improve my French!’.

“No seriously Luc, it's not like that with Anne-Marie! I met someone special, but they insisted that the next time we met that the conversation would be fully in French. It is tearing my hair out Luc, time is ticking away, and my French is still terrible. I thought Anne-Marie might want to help, she has been so patient with me here.”

“So did you ask her?” He said off-handedly.

“Not.. Er, not really..” Said Michael slowly, “I may have hinted I want to improve my French outside of the CERN facility, but..”

“But you never asked?” Prompted Luc for the second time.

“No, I guess I didn't. But if she has a boyfriend it would be very inappropriate for me to ask..”

“Why would it be inappropriate if your reasons are just to talk?”

Luc shook his head and went back to his screen, not waiting or interested in the reply. Damn, Luc was right, he needed to ask her. Since that first day when he first talked to her, his spirits had improved considerably. Each morning he came in early and made small talk with Julianne and then Anne-Marie, talking to Anne-Marie was the highlight of his day. But the work setting was wrong, stifling.

He sighed inwardly, why was he even obsessing over this Charlie woman anyway! She probably had millionaire playboys falling at her feet every evening. Yet every time he had that same argument with himself he always lost. Charlie made the invite, she paid the bill, she owed him at least the chance for him to buy her a coffee. It did not have to be romantic, and the more he thought about it, the more he realised it could probably never be romantic. He really did have nothing a woman such as Charlie would ever want, but it could be platonic, they did seem to hit it off after all.

He shook his head resolved. Yes he would talk to Anne-Marie, ask her properly, and make sure she knows it is just as friends so as not to scare her off. But the situation had to be right to ask the question.

Michael sighed, suddenly realising he had now doubled his women problem!
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“Anne-Marie.” Michael said, pausing his playlist. They were finally alone in the office, Carlos was at a meeting for the rest of the day and Luc had left the office early a few minutes ago, leaving just the quiet hum of the distant computers and racked equipment.

“I have never really asked you what you are working on.”

She paused her typing and slowly swivelled her chair to face Michael across the room. The help Julianne’s sister Sophie was giving her was above and beyond beauty and fashion tips, she was becoming a friend, and to Anne-Marie it was priceless. Yet she had been wondering for the past few days if the changes she was making to herself were actually pushing Michael away, not bringing him closer.

Julianne had laughed at the notion. “If he has become more awkward around you, it is because he is seeing a different woman. His eyes however do not lie, his attraction to you is if anything greater than it was.”

“But why has he not hinted anymore about going out?”

“My darling, I have no idea what he is thinking, he is a man, men can be stupid not noticing what is right in front of their face, but it will come, and if not, there are many more men noticing you now.”

That last bit had scared her a little, Anne-Marie had been known to cross streets when a man so much as looked her way, and despite the help she was getting from Sophie, she doubted that would have changed any.

She looked at Michael knowing the few seconds that passed in silence would be taken for her thinking of an English reply.

“You have only been here two weeks Michael and there is a lot for you to learn and far more important things for you to do. The help you are giving them with your new program has certainly improved Carlos’s disposition.”

“But,” Michael continued, “I would really like to know what you are doing, I am genuinely interested and maybe I can even help.”

His smile was contagious, and she returned it.

“It is a bit of a wild tangent from our current work, it is not even related to our department but more to do with the work of the guys in the WOW lab above. It is based on some interesting incident matches their team has found over the years and a tenuous connection with some other research, it is probably a little too silly and too far fetched for me to talk about.”

Michael was intrigued.

“I don't mind Anne-Marie, even if you said you were looking for flying saucers causing their problem. I would love to be able to help you prove or disprove your theories either way, and..” He hesitated enough for Anne-Marie to notice, “we have not talked as much as I would have liked these last few days.”

It was true; Since Julianne had mentioned it the other day, she had noticed the quick glances in her direction with those beautiful eyes, he really had been waiting to get her alone to talk to her. However Anne-Marie hesitated in replying, more for professional than personal reasons. She had recently read a speculative paper from a famous physicist with absolutely no foundation, but which resonated somehow for her with the problem the other team were having. She inwardly sighed, well, at least it was not as bad as flying saucers!

“Have you heard of the theory of quantum consciousness?”

“A little,” said Michael, pensively. “I heard a podcast a few years back from a physicist who briefly went into it, something about an explanation for how human consciousness works and how it is related to the collapsing wave function or something or other, but I am not a physicist or a biologist.”

“Yes it is very speculative, and not widely accepted, many scientists think we do not need a quantum anything to explain how we think. However, I was checking the timeline of the two largest events the guys above logged, and I came across a weird blog post for the second one. It was from our local university which is only five kilometres away.”

She paused, still a little unsure she should be mentioning it, but Michael’s expression was open and interested.

“The post said everyone in the library felt the same sense of anxiousness and fear at the same time, everybody looking at each other as if they were the cause. The woman who posted it said she and several others also got the picture of some dangerous animal about to attack, the fear, anxiousness and image disappearing almost immediately. The timing was coincidental almost to the minute. I would love to find somebody who was there.”

“So their WOW event, which may or may not be quantum but does randomly affect the distribution and paths of certain particles at our detectors may also have been detected by some students at Geneva University using their minds?”

“Yes I know, when you say it like that it sounds stupid, also why just the university here? It would imply their event was local to Geneva itself, and I know from random chatter from the technicians around the coffee machine that Fermi-lab in America has similar detection events.”

“No Anne-Marie it is not so stupid, it is the smart, out-of-the-box thinking, which makes breakthroughs in science.”

He briefly had to explain what out-of-the-box meant to her and she gave him the translated euphemism in French.

“You know, Geneva university could have been doing some sort of experiment whose effect fell off at an exponential rate, and you don’t have any data from Fermi-lab to correlate. I think there is some merit in checking further though. You should talk to one of the professors in the WOW project, or ask professor Bonito to talk with them..”

“Oh no,” said Anne-Marie looking much more shocked than Michael expected, “please don’t talk to anybody else, I would rather work on the data privately before I make myself look silly.”

“Then why don’t I help you? It would not be too difficult to trawl the datasets I have accumulated and I have access to all of the data the WOW lab does. The public data I can access contains billions of posts and may go back to that time and others.”

“You would help?” She said enthusiastically.

“Of course I will help!” He repeated with the same enthusiasm and suddenly realising it was true, he really did want to help her, to be closer to her.

“Even if we do not find any correlations that back up your theory,” he continued, “it might help me improve my programs for other departments.”

Michael paused for a few seconds studying the woman, and knowing the time was right; He had practised the sentence he was going to say in French, and hoped he didn’t bodge it. It was a slower, more emotional voice that spoke to her.

“Have you realised we are sort of opposites, you and me. You work in chaos and I work in logic, yet we seem to get on so well together. Do you think it is true that opposites attract?”

Anne-Marie was a little stunned at the about-turn in their conversation and his countenance. Their talk up to now had been in English and work related, except for the little snippets each morning, ones which seemed to have got more awkward for Michael.

She stayed silent, trying her best not to change her neutral expression in case Michael interpreted it the wrong way. He didn't seem to be expecting an answer, but instead looked at her deeply, and continued in the same voice.

“I have been meaning to ask you, but have been too scared. I was thinking that maybe we can meet outside of work? I would love to improve my French, Anne-Marie, and talking with you is so easy.”

Too scared? Michael? Of talking to her? It didn’t make sense, why would someone as amazing and confident as Michael be too scared to talk to her?

Michael realised he was fumbling this a little and had added far too many words into the sentence, but continued nevertheless. “I have no real plans for the weekend, maybe we can explore Geneva together, my treat?”

He watched her smile widen and knew before she said it that the answer was going to be yes.

“I would really like that Michael.”

Even Anne-Marie, who had little empathic ability, saw his expression change from apprehension to joy. They spent the next hour at her workstation looking at her theory, there was no awkwardness as they talked, they sat closer than was probably appropriate, feeling the small bond of friendship between them solidify into something a little deeper.

Their talk strayed off the science and onto the weekend excursion to the city, and they agreed to meet the next morning at the bus stop by the CERN visitor centre.

He really didn't want to leave her, but tonight he was viewing what was hopefully going to be his new apartment in Saint-Genis. He would be sharing it with another two of the guys he arrived with, but he would have a room of his own and he was really looking forward to getting somewhere more permanent.

Things had started to look up for both of them.
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The next day Michael and Anne-Marie got the shuttle bus from the visitor centre to Geneva central. It was the first time he had seen Anne-Marie without a lab coat on and he thought she looked stunning in her pastel dress, light green hat and low heel shoes.

Anne-Marie’s new clothes had been bought two days before as she and Sophie navigated through a fashion mall on the outskirts of the city. Sophie was becoming a real friend, like with Michael, the awkwardness had vanished with her almost at their first meeting.

With seemingly so little in common Anne-Marie was happy to learn more about Sophie's specialist subjects of fashion, romance novels, and men watching, subjects Anne-Marie had never taken an interest in but found strangely addictive. Sophie made the last one fun, she had only begun dating herself only a few months earlier, and she was eager to pass on her new found knowledge of men to Anne-Marie.

“Anne-Marie, you look amazing,” Michael said with what she thought was great enthusiasm, kissing both her cheeks and making her feel like a million dollars. For some reason, neither the crowded bus, nor the busy streets when they arrived in the city bothered her, and being with Michael, talking to him, laughing with him, removed all the anxiety she normally felt in these situations.

They had breakfast at a cafe on the north bank at the entrance to the river. Michael told her of his history, his school, university and why he had accepted the position at CERN, and Anne-Marie chipped in occasionally correcting his grammar or giving him a better word. It was nothing like the baptism by fire from his tutor in Montreux, it was pleasant and he was genuinely enjoying himself for the first time.

She was quite shocked when she found out that he had only started learning French nine weeks earlier on an app, and had only been speaking it for five weeks. It had taken her years to get anywhere near this level of proficiency in English and she asked him if he would reciprocate doing the same for her at work. Unfortunately in both languages, there were a shocking amount of colloquialisms and slang.

They walked the lakeside promenade stopping at various landmarks, and during this Anne-Marie told him of her not so exciting life growing up in Toulouse. She talked at normal conversational speed in her best French, stopping to translate words or colloquialisms he did not know, which he tried to save for a break in her talk so as not to spoil the flow.

Anne-Marie was the happiest she had ever been. She knew it wasn't a date, but just being around Michael and talking to a man as a friend was something she often dreamed about. He surprised her with a two hour lunch cruise around the lake, hoping to cool down from the mid-summer heat and taking in the sights of Mount Blanc and the beautiful mountain vistas.

“So Michael, what is this obsession with learning French?” Anne-Marie queried after they had finished lunch and were sipping a Sauvignon Blanc.

Michael quickly explained the story of his meeting with Charlie, the strange coincidences, explaining carefully how he saw this new girl as just a friend not a lover. Anne-Marie felt that same sensation of deja vu as they were talking about the woman, but she felt relaxed, there was just enough breeze to keep her cool and the drink was having some small effect on her.

“You know, she did say she saw you the day before, and if you were on your computer then she may just have a good memory. And if she was as good at English as you say, she probably could tell your original accent quite easily. Also, a woman with a twelve thousand dollar bag would very likely have gone to a top English school. She may also have been native English and it was just her French that was very good, you had nothing to judge her against. Remember you could only just string a couple of words together at the time.”

“You’re right Anne-Marie, Charlie was also probably the first person who talked to me like a real person, and not a cash machine. I guess I am just reading a little too much into it, but there was something about her that said she was different, like she was a princess who came out of her castle to see how the common people lived.”

Anne-Marie laughed. “Still there were the birds you say left when she stared at them, and returned once she left, I have no logic that can answer that, though you did seem to be blinded by her, and coincidences happen all the time.”

“I am feeling a little stupid, talking these things through with you, and for talking about another woman when the one before me is so lovely.” He took a small sip of his wine. “I do at least owe Charlie a coffee for being so nice to me, and for giving me an incentive to learn your beautiful language.”

He paused and looked into her eyes hoping he had not gone too far, then went further, “also, if I hadn't met her I might not be here with you now.”

Sophie had asked Anne-Marie how much she knew about sex, and, from the giggling, guessed almost immediately from her answer that she had never been with a man. The next few hours were difficult. Sophie’s first two encounters were nothing like her romance novels, they were flattering, but shallow, and both expected sex, both left her feeling upset and used. The man she was now with was much nicer, more interested in her as a person and happy to leave the pace of the relationship to Sophie, she wanted someone like that for her friend. Anne-Marie, she could see, was much more beautiful than her, but also very naive and probably gullible, her only advice was not to rush, not to trust without some form of trust in return, and never to make decisions when drinking alcohol.

Anne-Marie certainly felt a little light headed, even though she had only had a glass and a half of wine, and Michael was certainly being flattering. No, she dismissed it, she was still in command, and Michael did not have any of the subtleties of the French language to be deceptive, and at no point had he been inappropriate or even suggestive.

She found she was not even jealous of this other woman, though by all accounts she was prettier, more sophisticated, richer and spoke better English than her. Strangely and inexplicably, she actually found herself wanting to meet this woman herself.

“You know Michael, I think I would rather like to meet this woman too.” The words came out slow and casual and Anne-Marie was really shocked she was saying them out loud. Her meeting a stranger, outrageous, yet she had made the effort twice now and she was so much happier than she had ever been!

“Oh I think she would love someone like you,” Michael said without the same level of analysis. “Though I seriously doubt she has your easy demeanour or half your intelligence.”

She smiled shyly, while Michael laughed and turned the subject briefly back to work and to English, before they realised they were back at the shore.

Anne-Marie had an amazing day. Everything conspired to make it perfect from the weather, the company to the food and the wine, she didn't want it to end and was sad when they arrived back at the visitor centre late afternoon. There was a lot more of the day and evening left and Anne-Marie could happily have done it all again.

“Thank you again Anne-Marie, I had a wonderful day and learnt so much, you were truly wonderful company. If they ever invent a time machine I will mark this morning off in my diary and that is where I will go back to.”

He really did say the weirdest and sweetest things, she shivered strangely, wondering if Michael’s eyes really did just twinkle!

“I hope we can do it again soon, Michael.”

She glanced at Sophie in the distance looking at her, smiling, then she kissed him on both cheeks and he brought her in for a small, not too tight hug, one she did not want to end. He broke it off too quickly and bounded off towards his dormitory seemingly very happy.

Sophie walked over and kissed her too, “you are right, ma Cherie, he is a very handsome man, and that dress looks beautiful on you. Come, let us go for a coffee together and you can tell me all about your not-a-date, and I will tell you if your lessons are complete.”

Anne-Marie smiled, her words came out almost in song, “Oh Sophie, everything you have done for me made my day perfect, he really was a gentleman. If I died now I would die the happiest girl alive.”

“Oh, Anne-Marie,” she smiled, taking her arm in hers and leading her over to the cafe, “you had better not die now, you have only just taken your first step of happiness, there may still be slippery slopes and disappointments on the way, but when you reach the end of the path, the happiness you feel today will feel like a rainy day in the winter.”

The two women walked off to the visitor centre coffee shop arm in arm. Sophie had also been apprehensive when her sister phoned her that afternoon and told her she had given her number to a strange woman she did not know. Yet the more she heard of the woman the more she saw herself and someone she would have liked to have been a friend with. She was pleased to get the call the same day from a very nervous copy of herself.

Sophie owed her sister Juliette big time for bringing her to Geneva and for being there when nobody else was. She now owed her again for putting her together with Anne-Marie, in whom she saw a soulmate, someone she would like to get to know better and become friends with.

Anne-Marie was similarly happy. From having no friends, she now had two amazing ones in Sophie and Michael, and she felt like the luckiest girl alive.
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“So this data also shows a very small event last Thursday, in fact with the better resolution I would say there was an event at two PM, that was just over the noise threshold and a larger one a few seconds later.”

Michael pointed to the large monitor, “Now if you run Anne-Marie’s new noise cancelling algorithm on the detector data you can see, here and here, small secondary events smaller than the primary events.”

All of the team had gathered around the big monitor and were looking at the three coloured spiky graphs.

“This is really good,” said Carlos, “I am seeing the chief scientist of the WOW project tomorrow, I’m sure it will be of great help to their team. How are you eliminating the noise Anne-Marie?”

“Just some new algorithms I’m working on,” she lied. The truth was she was still trying to understand where they came from, it was like she was typing away on auto-pilot thinking about her and Michael's trip to Geneva, and next thing you know she had added some beautiful mathematics into her code.

“Well they are Genius, and deserve to be written up as a paper!” Carlos said enthused. “I’m really sure that if Michael and Luc can use them to localise a few more events it is going to really help everyone.”

Carlos stopped as if trying to remember something. “Oh yes, there was one other little thing that came out of the management meeting last Tuesday. The WOW team is finally going to be collaborating with Fermi-lab. Some guys are due to fly over in the next ten days I think. I’m not sure if it will affect your access to the data, but don't let it discourage you from looking at helping other departments.”

Michael smiled, “I think we all deserve a beer.”
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Anne-Marie left her single room apartment in Chevry, and walked the short distance to the fire station to wait for Michael, who turned up in one of the staff rental cars he had booked out for the day. It was the usual tiny little white Fiat, and he had spent the first twenty minutes driving it around to get used to driving on the right-hand side of the road. Once he felt confident he made the short, incident free, six kilometre drive to where Anne-Marie was waiting.

He saw her waiting in a slightly darker floral dress, with light training shoes and a slightly different hat. She carried a very small backpack, similar to what Charlie had but on closer inspection just a stylish copy. He himself was a lot more casual, wearing faded jeans, a retro white ‘The Smiths’ tee-shirt, and some worn Reebok trainers. She jumped in.

“Hi Michael, you do realise the cable car is only a kilometre away from here, we could have walked?” She said, hugging him awkwardly across the transmission.

“Yes but it is uphill on a twisty country road and it is another very hot day, plus there is a lot of walking at the top.”

“I’m not the fittest person, I really hope I don’t slow you down.”

“Don't be silly, if we get tired we stop, and we are not walking too far, it is just a picnic not a hike.” Michael pointed his hand over his shoulder to the small cooler bag on the back seat. “Bread, cheese, wine, some grapes and strawberries and a couple of sodas and some water.” He had stocked up this morning at the local supermarket, hoping he got everything right, he had no real idea of the French norm for a picnic.

“You do know there is a restaurant at the top where we can get some food,” she teased.

“We may find somewhere with a nicer ambiance to sit, I came prepared.”

She nodded, “and also please tell me how do you feel for your first time driving on the correct side of the road?”

He gave her a funny look and shook his head. “Like you say Anne-Marie, it is a kilometre away and I am sure you won’t be a..” He stopped, then did a literal translation of ‘back seat driver’ from English to French which she laughed at, then corrected him.

She had checked the cable car’s timetable beforehand, as it had some pretty sporadic operating hours, and knew the last car came down at 5PM. Neither the road, nor the cable car was busy, the car park being only half-full. He eased the small car carefully between two larger cars, it looked positively tiny.

They had a cab to themselves going up. Michael asked Anne-Marie if she could ski, as he looked at his guide book and saw it also had a small ski field at the top, one his decidedly amateur skiing ability might be able to handle. Anne-Marie had never skied.

“You have so much to live for Anne-Marie, this winter we will both have lessons and I bet you will love it.”

They had a hot chocolate in the mountain cafe, sitting on the mostly empty wooden tables looking out over the view to lake Geneva in the distance with the large mountain ranges either side. They didn't really walk too far from there, finding a spot sheltered from the sun, with a slightly more impressive view.

“I guess this will be fine for our picnic.” Michael got out a blanket and put two cushions down and placed two glasses, the cokes, the wines, cheese and bread.

“Impressive,” she smiled, sitting on the other cushion, the one with the best view.

“I have saved the impressive part for now.” He dug into his pack and pulled out his laptop. Anne-Marie gave him a funny look but said nothing.”

He opened the laptop, pressed a few keys and passed it to her. She looked at the screen, her eyes widening as she read.

“These are accounts of the incident in Geneva university for the hours following the large event, I thought we could read them together.”

“Oh there are quite a few Michael, I thought I had the only one.”

“No, it was quite the talk of the day apparently, we matched thirty one in total, in no particular order.”

The two sat there, Anne-Marie would read an account and they would then discuss it a little, trying to get the feeling for what happened that day twelve years earlier.

“Mrs Schneider, cancelled the lecture near the end and rushed out of the class. The bursar let us know the lecture would be rescheduled as she had to take her daughter Charlie home..”

There was that deja vu again, just for a fraction of a second, a thought entering Anne-Marie's head, then disappearing and gone before she could recall anything.

“Charlie!” She repeated louder and directly at Michael. “You don't really think that could be your Charlie do you?”

Michael was thinking exactly the same thing, and had stopped halfway through spreading his cheese on his bread the second her name was mentioned. Anne-Marie re-read the account fully.

“Mrs Schneider, cancelled the lecture near the end and rushed out of the class. The bursar let us know the lecture would be rescheduled as she had to take her daughter Charlie home as she was feeling sick. Someone said they heard the girl, who was only twelve, screaming for her mother at the time and she may have been the worst affected.”

Anne-Marie scanned ahead, nothing else about the girl, or the mother, “unfortunately we don't have internet up here to do a search..”

Michael was pondering, he had completely zoned out because Anne-Marie had noticed he was talking to himself in English.

“Michael!” Anne-Marie said over his mumbling, “it may not be the same woman you met, Charlie is quite a common name and many girls shorten their name to it.. Also you are mumbling in English!”

She said the last part in English to get his attention.

“Sorry Anne-Marie, you are right again, hey let's carry on reading the rest of the accounts.”

Anne-Marie did, and they found two other accounts, from it they got that Mrs Schneider was a very famous high court judge who gave guest lectures to the university, and that the effects for everyone else were relatively minor.

“Let us speculate a little,” said Anne-Marie, “let's say this Charlie is the same one you met in Montreux, how old did you say she was?”

“I don't know but mid twenties would be about right, and that fits this twelve year old child. And the daughter of a high court judge would be well educated and rich I guess.”

“OK, so she was affected most by the event..” She hesitated then added quickly, “and she may be the best candidate to interview. Also maybe she has had other incidents coinciding with events, oh wow, wouldn't that be amazing.”

Michael laughed, “Now look who is getting carried away with herself Anne-Marie!”

“It's a working theory, and theories can be tested,” she said, smiling at him and taking a small sip of wine. She moved the laptop to the side and moved a tiny bit closer to him. “Thank you Michael, you really know how to show a mathematician a good time.” She brought her glass up to his until it tinkled as they touched.
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With Anne-Marie's help, Michael had gotten a lot more confident. He was a good learner and quick to take every point in his learning to heart. He had already decided that his first email to Charlie would be written in French, he really did not know what to say, so he kept the email short, simple and friendly. After deleting about twenty previous versions he finally wrote.

Hey Charlie,

My job is going well, meeting lots of new friends and French improving in leaps and bounds, though it’s obviously a long tail to become fluent. I would love to meet again sometime for a coffee or maybe dinner. I am getting a taste for French food. My shout.

Michael.

He looked at it over a dozen times and pressed send. He then went immediately to his sent folder and re-read it. Damn! Dinner! Why did he mention dinner, it sounded far too pushy, oh god, she was going to think he was desperate! And the comment about the long tail, what if she did not understand it? Great, he had probably blown his only chance, she was just going to delete it. Maybe he left sending it too long, maybe she was expecting him to email her straight after his course in Montreux.

He started penning a new email then stopped. Jesus Michael, get a grip on yourself! You met a nice woman and talked to her for thirty minutes and you’re all ready to marry her! She was just a friendly encounter and she probably already has a partner! What if it went to spam, he had used his old gmail account and not his work one as he did not want it to sound too official. She was never going to reply!

Her reply popped in two minutes later and in French.

Hi Michael,

Good to hear from you and glad to hear everything is going well. I'm out of the country for the next few days, but would love to catch up over dinner or coffee when I return. I will get in touch.

Ciao Charlie.

He read it, re-read it, then got the computer to translate it to English, just in case there was some nuance he wasn't aware of. He wondered again why he was going to so much effort for this, and it really came down to the unanswered questions in his notebook and the new unanswered question if she was the girl at the university event all those years ago. Charlie held mysteries, and to Michael that made her even more interesting.
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“If this girl is the same Charlie I met in Montreux then you would think there would be a little more information on her,” said Michael to Anne-Marie and scratching his head. “There does not seem to be much about her anywhere on the Internet..”

“Oh wait,” said Anne-Marie. “This is her I think.”

She turned her screen to him, and to a picture from a national newspaper a year before, from a charity event the judge Mrs Schneider attended. Michael slid his chair closer to examine the picture and the brown haired woman next to the judge.

“Oh my, that is definitely her. So she was the girl in the university, what is the coincidence?”

Anne-Marie was thinking the exact same thing, but mathematically there was no way to make such a calculation, except.. Some weird thoughts and maths popped into her head, before just as quickly fading.

“She is very beautiful,” she said a little less enthusiastically, “and it says here that her uncle, Count Joerg Bergmann, is the second richest person in Switzerland! I would have been so scared to meet someone like that!”

“She was nothing like that, Anne-Marie,” he gave her his best and nicest smile, realising how bad he was feeling about discussing this other woman with her. He waited for her to reciprocate the smile, then continued.

“Yes you could tell immediately she was someone with money, but she came across totally different, very approachable, and very friendly. And it looks like she is also quite reclusive. I would expect somebody with her looks and money to be on the front cover of every socialite magazine and on hundreds of social media posts, yet all we have is this one formal occasion. I guess we shouldn't jump to any assumptions.”

“It says her name is Charlene and she would be the same age as me, twenty four.” Anne-Marie searched a bit more on her name and came up with a couple more formal pictures at grand occasions, but nothing relating to social media.

“It doesn't make sense someone like her not having a social media profile of some kind, especially in this day and age,” said Michael, quickly realising that Anne-Marie did not have one either.

“I should ask her about that day at the university, but the post did say she was quite upset and she was only twelve at the time, maybe I will just hint about it and see if she volunteers anything.”

“That might be best,” said Anne-Marie as she went back to her main screen, turning it back so she could work on it.

Michael fiddled with his pencil obviously deep in thought, looking at the ceiling ducting and listening to the strange but kind of intoxicating synthesiser instrumental from Anne-Marie's playlist, and wanting to move the subject off Charlie in case it was upsetting her.

“What's this one?” He said to her, “I’m sure I’ve heard it before somewhere.”

“It is a French composer from the seventies, Jean-Michelle Jarre, very famous.”

“Never heard of him, but I could get used to it.” He moved his gaze from the ceiling to Anne-Marie who was looking at him curiously.

“Never heard of him! You are joking!”

“What can I say, I guess I still have a lot to learn, and I’m glad you are here to teach me.”

The comment got the intended smile from her, he wondered if she knew how much she was coming to mean to him. Luc walked in, dropping a metal enclosure on his electronics workbench with a clang and breaking the moment for both of them.

The enclosure was the size of a small shoe box, with screw holes at one end and a funny round connector at the other.

“The tech says this has a bad connection, but he has a dental appointment and won’t be in until tomorrow so I thought I’d see if I could repair it for him.”

“What is it?” Said Michael curiously.

“One of the WOW detectors,” said Luc, examining every aspect of the box.

“I never really asked, but how do the detectors work?” Said Michael.

“Amazingly simple really,” said Luc, “sealed light proof metal box, that also acts as a faraday shield with some sort of pressurised gas, or was it a vacuum.. And several very sensitive arrays of optically sensitive transistors, which react to photons, I think, or was it electrons!”

He turned it around in his hands as if it helped the explanation, “These transistors feed through a very high gain amplifier to the collator system. They have a thousand and twenty four of these boxes forming a detector block and they look for annihilation events which may indicate it has been hit by a neutrino or electron or something else that has appeared out of the quantum vacuum.” He looked at the device for a second as if deep in thought.

“..Or something like that, well that is how Jez sort of explained it.”

Michael could see Anne-Marie trying not to laugh at Luc’s terrible, and probably totally wrong explanation.

“Clear as mud.” Michael said after Luc had finished. “So those guys have three of these detector blocks spaced evenly around the twenty-seven kilometre large hadron collider ring?”

“Yes, there is a lot of science, engineering and software behind it though,” replied Luc, as he began undoing the screws on the case..

The phone call came out of the blue. It had been so long since Michael had actually taken a real telephone call on his cell phone, that he at first didn’t know what it was. He fumbled the phone out of his pocket, and spent an extra few seconds finding the actual call answer button on the vast and busy screen. He just assumed it was his mother.

“Hi Mum!”

“Well, that’s a first!” A young woman's voice on the other end of the line laughed. “It’s Charlie here, remember? You know Montreux? Your email yesterday?”

She had totally caught him off guard.

“Oh Charlie, god yes. Er sorry!” Bloody hell, get it together Michael! “Yes, it’s really great to hear from you, though I am not used to anybody ever actually calling me up, except for my mother..”

He thought then added, “Oh and I am at work so we are really supposed to take calls in English, here let me get somewhere private.” He walked over to the kitchen wondering how she even got his number?

“Good,” she said without waiting, “I was just calling to check if you were free this Sunday for dinner? There is this delightful fondue restaurant I know which makes the most wonderful, extremely unhealthy food and where the view is to die for, even on a bad day.”

Wow, the woman had immediately taken control again, but what could he say? At least he could change to French now he was away from the others.

“Well I only know a few people here, and my diary is pretty empty for Sunday evening, so meeting you again would be delightful..”

“Oh Michael, you speak French now,” she replied in English. “But if work expects you to speak English we do not want to get you in any trouble, and we have plenty of time to get to know each other in French. I will make a booking for 6 p.m. and email you the details. Oh and the restaurant is a little bit snooty, so dress to impress.”

“Oh! Er, how formal are we talking? I don't have a tie..”

“No just a collar, shoes, no jeans, you can always say you’re with me if there are any problems. I look forward to seeing you, then, ciao.”

“Bye!” He added just before she hung up. A fondue, gosh, that all sounded a bit posh, and he had to dress up, damn he was always on the back foot with this woman.

Both Luc and Anne-Marie were watching him from about ten metres away. “Ah, the mystery woman has finally got in touch!” Said Luc loudly, as Michael walked back towards them.

Michael glanced at Anne-Marie, who didn't look jealous at all. He and her were having dinner tonight, nothing special, just pizza after work at six o'clock in the local restaurant, but he suddenly now felt very guilty for talking to Charlie.

“It’s not like that, Luc.. in fact I was thinking of asking Anne-Marie to come along and meet Charlie, after all she does want to meet her and we will be talking in French.” The words just came out of his mouth without properly thinking and he was already thinking how to back-pedal with either Charlie or Anne-Marie, when Anne-Marie spoke.

“Oh don't be silly Michael,” she said. “Charlie is your friend, and your little project, it would not be nice for you to bring another friend along uninvited. But I would like to meet her sometime if she is as interesting as you say she is.”

“Me too,” said Luc, “no woman is that interesting..” He looked at Anne-Marie, “Present company excepted of course.”

Michael laughed, “Luc, you really should engage your brain before you put your mouth in gear!”

Both of them looked at him funny for a few seconds, looked at each other, then both laughed simultaneously.
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Michael looked at the posh looking restaurant that the taxi had dropped him off at. He had made a special visit to town on the Saturday with Anne-Marie to buy some new trousers and shirt and they had made a day of it, having lunch and window shopping on millionaires row, where a suit or a dress was usually more than a month’s pay.

He knew he had found a soul-mate in Anne-Marie, and he found himself wanting more but being too afraid to go the next step for fear of scaring her off.

He looked around at the people in the busy tourist street and considered himself presentable for anyone, or any occasion. Michael had considered arriving a little early, then a little late, but his British upbringing made him walk up to the maitre-d at exactly six o’clock on the dot.

The maitre-d gave him a casual look, and not finding anything on first inspection asked him if he had a booking, he said yes but felt a little silly saying it was under Charlie.

“Under the name Charlie,” he said as dignified as he could.

The man showed a hint of recognition but held it well contained behind his aloof and scripted attitude. He guided Michael to a small, empty table set out for two people and set apart from others.

“Sir. Mademoiselle Charlie phoned us five minutes ago to let us know she is running about ten minutes late, and for you to order a suitable starter for the two of you.”

He handed him the menu, all in French, and in some weird thin cursive font almost impossible to read.

“Thank you, can I please order a small Heineken beer and I will peruse the menu before I order.”

Michael couldn’t detect anything wrong with the French he had used but the man looked a little confused. A few seconds later he nodded politely and walked off, putting his hand up and clicking his fingers to a waiter as he walked past. He whispered something in the waiter's ear, pointed at Michael’s table and was back at his dark mahogany podium a few seconds later.

Michael finally felt like he had the upper hand if she was running late and needed to apologise, it would at least mean he was not on the back foot immediately, and it also gave him a bit more time to think of what to talk about. He had never felt this apprehensive in his life, not during exams nor even when he was pulled over for a speeding ticket that time.

That was why he liked Anne-Marie so much, she was so different, beautiful, charming, easy going and amazingly intelligent, she also did not make him apprehensive in any way. But Charlie was also all of that, and in buckets, she was also mysterious, rich, sophisticated, and, and, well he did not know what. Something about her still made him apprehensive, like a man walking a tightrope without a safety net, and with lions below. The women were chalk and cheese but also similar, he was so happy both were in his life.

“Michael, I’m so sorry, I decided to drive myself here but traffic was a bit heavier than I anticipated.”

Charlie looked stunning, and a lot of the heads, not just those of the males, had turned as she waltzed in. Her pink dress, black high-heeled shoes, hat and coat all looked like they had been made personally for her. The fact she had managed to move that quickly in high heels was not even the surprising part, it was the fact she did it with such class and style that was impressive. The maitre-d hurried up behind her and then caught her thin black coat, just as she let it go into his hand. Michael blinked, the whole entrance could not have been choreographed better if it was a Royal ballet performance. As the maitre-d walked off with her coat, another man rushed up with a coat hanger and took it off him. Charlie walked up to Michael and kissed both cheeks.

She said something quickly to the maitre-d Michael did not understand, it wasn't French, maybe Italian, he wasn't sure but some of the words sounded a little familiar, like wine and stop drink.

She looked at Michael with her usual smile, and continued in clearer French. “Oh I’m sorry, my bad I specially reserved a white wine produced at my cousins winery. The Maitre-d was a little confused as you ordered a separate drink. I hope you don't mind me being presumptuous but I told them to cancel your beer as it would spoil the bouquet of the wine. Oh and do not feel bad, I know the maitre-d he is from the north of Italy, it is a local dialect, but many words are similar to the French.”

“You were only a few minutes late Charlie, you must drive fast.”

She laughed, “Oh no! Seriously Michael, I’m the worst driver ever, I drive at the speed limit everywhere and follow all the rules; it totally confuses the French and Italian sense of machismo but what are they going to say to a little woman.”

Simon had asked her to take a different route than the normal one, and he would now probably be somewhere close. But like with Carl she had given up trying to second-guess him when it came to security. The new route had however made her a bit late.

The waiter arrived with an ice bucket and held out a bottle with both hands with the label facing Charlie. In this game Michael was simply a spectator. She nodded and the waiter uncorked the bottle and poured a small taste which she sniffed, tasted, and approved with a nod.

“Chasselas is the main variety grown in the lake region. This Chasselas is from one of the family vineyards my cousin manages in the Lavaux region, it is a very boutique winery and a bit expensive. But while it is very drinkable, and nobody would ever say a bad word about it, between you and me this vintage was not one of Eliot’s best. Anyway, cheers!”

They touched glasses and Michael had a small sip, it tasted quite pleasant but he really hadn’t a clue as he was more a beer drinker, still he could get used to it, especially in this company.

“It’s actually really nice,” he said, “though I think it is the person I am drinking it with that makes it so special. You know, you were probably the first person I got to know here, and that actually caused a real problem for me. For at least three weeks, nobody could live up to the high bar you set, and everyone I told about you, believed you a figment of my imagination.”

“For only three weeks hah!” She shrugged, “I must be losing my touch if it only lasted that long. I can only guess you have found someone special since then, I hope it doesn't preclude us being friends though, and whoever she is, she has very good taste, and is a very good teacher, as I must say I am very impressed with how far you have come.”

God how did the woman do it he thought as he looked at her taking another dainty sip from the glass.

“Well you were a hard act to follow. You know it was weird how much I obsessed over this moment for the last five weeks. I kept a little notebook of our first meeting, trying to understand what exactly had happened. It was like I had just had coffee with a street magician, everything you did and said was like magic. I felt like a man paddling in a lake and having a speedboat run over me.”

Charlie’s smile lessened a little, enough that Michael noticed. He was struggling a little with the language.

“Say it in English Michael,” she said in English, “There is no point in muddling your head trying to find words you do not know yet. In time they will come, and remember, this is supposed to be your evening too, you can change back when you are comfortable.”

“Sorry,” I guess I am struggling a bit. Anne-Marie has been great at pushing my vocabulary and grammar, but I guess I am not quite ready for the big time. I think I may have made it sound worse than it is, what I meant to say was you were everything I had grown up thinking a perfect woman could be, you were Princess Diana, Scarlet Johanson, Lara Croft and Wonder Woman, all rolled into this amazingly beautiful package, and you helped me much more than you ever know. Learning French became such an obsession because you showed me that the high bar I had set for my perfect woman was way too low, and I could never be happy again with somebody who does not push me to be better.”

He laughed, “This isn't even coming out right in English!”

Her smile returned. “Well I am disappointed you missed Audrey Hepburn from your list, but I think I know what you are trying to say. I am really flattered you have put me on such a high pedestal, and I do feel a little bad I put you in that space.”

Her eyes twinkled as she unconsciously moved her finger around the glass. “I did actually quite enjoy our little rendezvous by the lakeside, and I have really been looking forward to seeing you again and hearing your experiences. You know I remember last time we met you hardly got a word in edgeways, I totally bullied you into talking French when it was probably your first day, then I was so busy doing my little Sherlock Holmes thing on you I was almost late getting home.”

“Dinner and this evening is my little way of saying I am sorry for all that, finding out a little bit more about you, your new job, your new friends and what you think of our little town. Things I would have done in English if I had more time at our first meeting and hadn't started teasing you..”

“Oh Charlie,” he interrupted, “don't you see you made me want to stay, made me want to learn, and seriously, only you could make Geneva sound like a sleepy mountain village.”

He noticed all the things he should have noticed on their first meeting as he talked, his eyes moved over her face, her eyes, her lips and neck, the little gold watch that seemed too small for anything, the lack of jewellery and how little makeup she wore. Skin, hair, teeth, nails, nothing seemed flawed and he re-ran his eyes around her body as subtly as he could trying to find something, anything, but could not.

Charlie followed his thoughts as well as his eyes and his voice, men could indeed multitask if they wanted to! She caught the comparisons to Anne-Marie, and the dilemma he was going through as he felt it was impossible as both women were amazing, stimulated different emotions and filled different roles in his life. She pushed the narrative as he paused.

“So, come on Michael,” she said, returning to French, “you have told me nothing yet of your story here.”

His thoughts flickered between English and French for a while as he got back onto track, settling on English.

“Well as far as it went, the first weeks in Montreux, which if you remember I timed for the Jazz festival, were so intense I found myself studying or sleeping instead of watching concerts. By the second week I may not have been thinking in French, but I was certainly having nightmares in it.”

She smiled at his joke.

“The job I eventually got at CERN was, well, predictable. We are helping a little on one interesting project, but the management wanted it kept a little quiet so I really can't say much, which you should be grateful for as I don't want to spoil the evening with boring techno babble.”

“Oh so there is an area 51 in CERN after all, the rumours about the anti-matter being for a flying saucer are true then!” She said in fake surprise, then continued normally.

“Seriously Michael, I think you will find I can swim with the big fish in the big pool when it comes to techno-babble, you do not get very far in business these days without knowing something about it. Anyway I am happy to defer to your better judgement and we won't talk about science stuff this evening, but don't tell me you can't talk about your new friends, and maybe a special one in particular?”

They were interrupted when a small salad starter arrived on a silver cart, the waiter graciously setting everything up and disappearing as efficiently as he arrived.

“Oh, I remember I was supposed to order a starter, did you do this?”

“Yes it was a teeny-weeny Italian word slipped into the sentence, you probably missed.” Charlie repeated the sentence, then did it slowly with a small French translation after each part.”

“Wow, it's amazing you can cram so much information into two seconds of talk.”

“Oh a real Italian could probably say it quicker just with hand gestures,” she laughed. “So come on Michael you were going to tell me about your new friends.”

Charlie listened intently, content in letting Michael talk, the side thoughts she had been listening to also intrigued her, the work was frankly a bit boring, but the deep emotions he was feeling for this strange girl was so cute she could hug him. The girl fascinated her more than it should have, each time he or she moved from her, the thoughts just flipped back into his head. She was obviously some sort of genius, and from what Michael was thinking she only came out of her shell when he arrived. For some strange reason she found herself wanting to meet her too.

They were well into the fondue an hour later. Michael had dominated the conversation moving back to French somewhere midway. He now seemed to have exhausted the topics of work, friends and Switzerland, and had moved on to his history, family, university and reason for coming here. He really was a nice chap and she was glad he was warming to her as a friend and not looking at her as a suitor.

Charlie opened up a little to him about her family and her life, skipping over work, the billion dollar businesses, the castles, the vineyards and a few other distractions and more concentrating on the friends she had, the books she read and the music, films and shows she liked, tempering back her recall ability to sound more normal.

“I hope you are not going to drive home,” he said as he looked at the empty wine bottle, “there must have also been at least another bottle of wine in that fondue as I am feeling quite light headed.”

“Oh gosh no, my mothers driver Simon is picking me up. I did tell him eight, but he won't mind a little wait, he’s a bit scary, but a real dear. His wife will pick my car up tomorrow, unfortunately I have to go to Brussels for business.”

“How long are you away this time?

“Oh only a few days, I will be back for my uncle Joerg’s sixtieth birthday on Saturday, he is throwing the usual big party at his house starting mid-afternoon and going through the evening. Say why don't you and Anne-Marie come? I would really love to see her and of course you. It will probably be quite an international crowd, also after tonight's performance I am happy to say you passed and I will release you of your obligation to only speak French to me. But if you want my advice I think you should keep up the good work, I expect by this time next year you will be fluent.”

“Are you sure your uncle wont mind, it does sound like an imposition?”

“God no Michael, quite the opposite, there will be about three hundred guests there, Joerg will hardly know anyone. I usually use it as an excuse to meet my family, and my mother and grandfather's old friends, many of whom I grew up knowing. I sometimes bring a couple of guests, but it’s usually a bit too boring for my girlfriends as they are used to younger people and excitement; old money walking around an old castle is generally not their scene. It is also the only time of the year the castle is open, and it will be great to show you both the history of the place.”

She looked him up and down, “again you have to make a little effort with your appearances, but what you are wearing would be fine. Let me know by email and I will get Alice to arrange your transport.”

Michael smiled, “I won't be offended that you think we would be more suitable company than your girlfriends for the boring party, but I must admit being shown around some old castle by you does actually sound quite a nice way to pass an afternoon.”

“Michael, I did not say you were boring!” She said in mock anger. “It’s just you and Anne-Marie might appreciate it more than most. You know, see how the other half live and realise how much nicer you really are than them.”

“Just joking,” he smiled, “I cannot answer for Anne-Marie, but I am definitely free. I will talk to her tomorrow and let you know by email. I know she is keen to meet you, but I may have over-sold you so you may need to play down the jet-setting princess image.”

“The..”

“No, hear me out,” he interrupted, touching her arm gently across the table. “Anne-Marie is a little special to me, from all accounts up until I came she was super-shy and very much an introvert. I however have not really seen that side of her, either it is only me she behaves normal around, or something changed with her since I arrived. From everything I know about her, I expect she will open up to you, but this experience will be well outside any known Venn-diagram for her.”

Charlie heard the words and saw the underlying processing, whatever Michael had for Anne-Marie was much deeper than he said, even his mind had trouble getting the words to describe her to Charlie. And what was this question Anne-Marie wanted to ask that briefly surfaced in Michael’s thoughts?

Oh dear, the incident at the university! Charlie wanted to dig into it further like she normally did, but she was not going to do that with Michael. Nevertheless Charlie was totally intrigued. This talk about going from introvert to a normal person in a few days sounded a little implausible, maybe there was something more about Michael or Anne-Marie.

It was Charlie’s turn to touch his arm. “Please don’t worry Michael, she sounds like a very special person to you and I am very much looking forward to meeting her. But thank you for giving me a little of her history, if she does come I will keep a close eye on her and everything. I promise.”

She sensed Michael's relief that he had told her, and he really did want Anne-Marie to like her. The man was so nice it was a little unbelievable. She could certainly see how someone like Anne-Marie would come out of her shell with him.

There was no rush for anything that evening. Fondue was a food best eaten slowly, the longer you waited, the richer and tastier the sauce became, though Michael got the feeling he was doing most of the eating and drinking. The two people took their time to get to know each other a little more, sharing an aperitif and finally a coffee. The restaurant was mostly empty by the time they had finished and as they were getting up Michael said he would email tomorrow letting Charlie know if Anne-Marie was coming.

The Maitre-d appeared with Charlie's coat the second her chair moved, and he held it there while she put it on. Up to now there had been no talk of the bill but he guessed in a restaurant like this, people like Charlie probably had other arrangements. He really wanted to pay for it, doing so felt right, but he was now worrying if he had enough money in his checking account. He guessed even posh restaurants accepted credit cards.

“Thank you for a wonderful evening Michael,” she said genuinely, “I really hope I will see both of you on Saturday afternoon. Oh and don’t worry about the bill, my uncle has an account at the restaurant.”

She sniggered and in an exaggerated whisper said in English, “don't worry, he’s loaded and won’t even notice!”

He walked her into the street where a large black Mercedes was waiting in the valet area, a well muscled older black man in a dark suit was standing by the open rear passenger door. Charlie stopped to kiss both Michael's cheeks and waved as she went over to the car.

He watched as she walked up to the man, stood on her tiptoes and gave him a friendly kiss on the cheek. She said something Michael couldn't hear, then the big man tutted, walked forward to the front passenger door and opened it for her, shaking his head as she got in.
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The large set man stopped at the picture of Gerty again, the one in her high court judge robes, staring at the woman for a long time. It was a picture he could not get out of his mind, one he could not forget. It was the same woman who had put his father away for multiple homicides twenty eight years earlier.

Damon had learnt all the tricks of the trade from his father and had even accompanied him on several of the assassinations as a thirteen year old boy. His father and mother had split up when Damon was twelve, his father fleeing Dublin with his boy after his wife, Damon’s mother was found dead and he was accused of the murder.

The father, over the course of that year had convinced the young boy that it was another guy who did it, he told Damon he worked as a secret agent for the American CIA and had been tasked to kill the man who was an assassin. He had left the man alive and the killing of Damon’s mother, and the framing of him, was the man’s revenge. Damon was very impressionable and had loved and emulated the tough guy persona his father had. It reinforced all his biases, and his father maximised this to its fullest.

Damon became an errand boy for his father, thinking he was helping a secret agent, when all he was really doing was helping his father who was a contract killer who would work for the highest price. The two toured Europe on false passports working for the highest bidders. Damon was taught how to use weapons, fight, and hide from the authorities and the many other people who wanted revenge on his father. Damon killed his first man at fourteen.

When his father and Damon were caught, after the botched assassination of a Saudi sheikh in Zurich, his father was tried and sentenced to multiple homicides, including his mothers. Damon, who was still only fourteen at the time, was considered a minor and sent back to Ireland under the care of the state. As Damon had never been called as a witness and stood well back from the judge's seat, Gerty never once caught the fact he was an accomplice, nor the hatred he had of her in his mind.

Damon was of course now known as The Priest, an agent and hitman for The ElderNacht. He was thumbing again through the documents he had as he waited impatiently in his cheap hotel.

By all accounts The ElderNacht still had next to nothing from the bugs he had planted and were getting very impatient. There was also something not quite right about this whole government department bullshit, just three people in an almost empty prestigious down-town office, it felt like a front for something, and it made him a little more wary than usual.

It was the mention of the family vault however that held his interest. That first day when he had set off the office fire alarms, to place the bugs he had also photographed a bunch of documents. The documents, which he translated on the internet, talked about five hundred thousand euros in transferable bearer bonds that were to be placed there in escrow for a client. The document also said this small vault was located in some library room in her house. It felt like time was running out to redeem the mission, but also a plan was forming in his mind, one where he could finally retire from The ElderNacht with a few million euros bonus, and maybe even get a little payback on the judge for what happened to his father.
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Ethan Curran was furious. The man called Crane he had detained in San Francisco was now dead too.

Crane had locked up, refusing to say anything except to demand his lawyer and his rights, not realising as a possible terrorist, he had none. He was moved to a secret Langley detention facility where he had been questioned twice getting precisely nothing. Then this morning he was dead, they didn't even know how he had died, and wouldn’t, until the autopsy was completed.

So they again had nothing. No real idea who the suspect was, and no information on who inside of the CIA was Crane’s controller, or who faked the orders on the system. It wasn't just Curran who was unhappy, the director of the CIA was fuming too.

“We need to find out just what the fuck is going on Ethan.” He said in a resigned and slightly exhausted voice.

“I’ve been in this job two months, and I come straight into some sycophantic Jason Bourne novel, with murdered agents, attempted murders of diplomats, cover ups, and a bunch of narcissists, all of who seem to be looking after themselves more than the country. To be frank Ethan I have no clue which of my people I can trust and which I can’t.”

Ethan had known the new director, when they were on more equal footing and the director was working in a senior position at the Justice Department.

“I don't think the rot is endemic, sir,” he said. “I have received good cooperation from some of your departments and the Liaison officer you appointed seems very efficient. My big worry is that this is not over by a long way. Firstly you have someone high up who has enough access to the CIA systems to fake an order from Chambers. She could not have done it herself as she was physically over three hundred miles from the terminal that issued the order in Langley at the time it was issued.”

“That same person probably killed Crane and is likely working for The ElderNacht, an organisation we still have no real clue what their agenda is, and who are untouchable while they are sheltered by another state.”

“Thirdly we still have this Swiss negotiator, who not only solved the Munich problem but who has given us a lot more information than we had before on an organisation that is happy to fund terrorists and carry out murders inside the USA.”

“You are not going to like what I suggest Daniel, but this negotiator is now a target and will probably be more invested in clearing up this problem than anybody. I suggest we pool our resources to get to the bottom of this before we find we have missed another nine-eleven.”

At the words nine-eleven the director looked sharply at Ethan, but he continued.

“She doesn't have to be let in on any US secrets Daniel, in fact I suggest she is kept as far away from the CIA and America as possible as somebody here has already ordered her dead. So it will just be me and her, and whatever resources you can give me.”

“I also suggest we do this officially and quietly. My role in Interpol is much more suitable for an investigation like this, and does not expose your organisation. I will give you regular reports and if and when we get enough information to act I will pass the ball back to you. Of course it will mean you will need to call in another favour from my Director in the liaison office.”

The director seemed relieved, agreeing to Ethan's strategy and the few extra favours he would need to begin.
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Charlie was on the train back from Brussels and deep in thought after reading the Interpol alert she was copied on. Mendez’s murder along with the additional research she had dug up on The ElderNacht was enough to make her worried.

The additional information she had given the CIA contained details on some really bad people, a more secret upper echelon with an unknown goal, and a bunch of legitimate looking operations which were anything but legitimate. Most of them centred around mining in third-world countries, counterfeiting pharmaceuticals and other products. But why give money to terrorists, what did The ElderNacht get out of this from their end of the deal?

The last straw was the thoughts she extracted from the man in the airport. She, her mother and maybe the people around her might be in danger, and she needed to get to the bottom of it.

That was when she picked up Alice’s secure email about the request for a meeting with an American Interpol agent. She opened the signal app on her phone and patched it through to the Interpol secure system to look him up.

“Ethan Curran,” he answered promptly, seeing the call had come in on the Interpol secure messaging system. Where the account name usually appeared though, just said the number 957659.

“Mr Curran, this is Charlie, I believe you wanted to talk to me regarding the death of an American agent in Munich.”

Ethan was caught on the back foot a little, especially the fact she was coming in from an unlisted account on the Interpol secure system. Her voice was clear in a slightly British accented English, it was not what he was expecting.

“Er, yes miss.. Er Charlie. Our government is about to make this all official but I believe we have a common problem we need to solve and I was hoping I could meet you and pool our resources.”

“You are correct. Mr Curran, or do you mind if I call you Ethan since we will be working together?”

“Ethan is fine, if I can call you Charlie. Anyway I am tying up what little threads we have here and I have booked a flight to Geneva for next Wednesday..”

“Next Wednesday is fine Ethan. You can use this number to directly message or phone me, it is an Interpol case number I have just created, and is valid while I need it. I won't presume to know your agenda but contact me before then and as soon as you have an itinerary."

“I look forward to seeing you then Ethan.”

“And I you Charlie. And please take care until then, these are not nice people we are playing with.”

And with that ominous ending he hung up the phone. Charlie sighed, time to let Carl and Simon know what was happening.
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Charlie sat with Gerty, Simon and Carl in the lounge of the house. She had filled them in on the case, the murder of the people in Munich and the warning from the Interpol agent that she may also be a target. Gerty was of course worried, immediately wanting to go thermonuclear. Charlie calmed her down.

“We need to do this logically Mama, it is not a given, we are on home ground and they likely know very little about us. The fact they are bugging us, logically says they don't know enough and need to get a bit more information first.”

“We don’t really have the resources to fully protect you guys.” Carl said, looking at Simon, “It feels like whoever is watching us has all the advantages at the moment. Simon has notified the FIS and they say they have tasked some additional resources to check those bugs out. They also said they will assign somebody for the next two weeks to cover the Count’s house. That, along with all the extra security during the party should mean we are safe for a few weeks at least.”

Charlie nodded, concerned a little that Carl didn't seem to think much of the FIS guys. She knew Swiss secret services were no James Bond’s, or Jason Bourne's, but neither were any of the other secret services. In Charlie’s opinion, having a secret service nobody had even heard of, i.e. one that was actually secret, sounded a lot better to her. Carl set his standards pretty high.

“Did the Interpol agent give you any further information? I assume it was not the CIA bugging us then?”

“To tell the truth Simon, you never know with those guys.” Said Charlie, shrugging her shoulders. “The American agent said no, but he admits he wouldn't trust his own side to be fully open with him, and a lot of the CIA departments have their own agendas. I talked to Uncle Frank and he says that agent Ethan Curran is a good choice, and one of the good guys. From what I have heard of him and seen of his results I concur.”

“We should not change our life, Mama, but we should also randomise it a bit, go with what Carl and Simon suggest, and ensure one of them is with us at all times when we leave the chateau.”

“What about the trip to New Delhi?" said her mother.

“I have cancelled it, and I have asked Alice to put my itinerary on hold for the time being. I doubt anything will happen this week or next, as it is Joerg’s party and five of your friends are staying here so security will be massively increased.”

“OK, you should meet with this Interpol guy and both of us should work on the problem,” said Gerty, “hopefully it is just a storm in a teacup.”

Charlie agreed, but very much doubted her mothers optimism. Mother went off to her music room to play the piano, something she often did to get away from people's thoughts and clear her mind. Simon and Carl moved to the common room they used for security stuff, both looking deeply serious. And Charlie was left on her own in the living room on the sofa working on the threads in her mind.
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The brief thoughts she had picked up from Michael regarding Anne-Marie would also not go away. Why was she interested in talking to Charlie about the university incident?

Charlie had looked up Doctor Anne-Marie Verne a little earlier. Michael's description of her was spot on, quiet, brilliant, shy and an extremely low profile. She was a mathematician, her only publication was a paper in data analysis and its relation to chaos theory. She gave up reading it after twenty minutes, admitting it was a little beyond her, and did not seem to contain anything relevant. And what about this area they were working at CERN? Ghost squad and special events were the two terms Michael had briefly thought about when he had mentioned it to her. Anton would of course answer her call if she made it, but there was nothing at all secret about CERN, for god sake it was full of scientists from about eighty different countries, it was the antithesis of a secret society.

Hmm, but maybe she could..

She pulled the phone from her pack, turned it on and dialled the number from memory. “Yes, Director Hertzwig please, just tell him it’s Charlie.”
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“I’m not sure Michael,” said a worried Anne-Marie on Monday morning.

It seemed like her every-nightmare was about to come true, and even though she felt like she was improving, and had been in crowds of people, she had never interacted with anyone. But a party was different, would she be supposed to talk to other people? She could not do that, she could not talk to total strangers, lots of them. Anne-Marie felt terrible, she had kept this part of her persona a secret from Michael, really hoping it would always just be the two of them. The last few weeks had been amazing for Anne-Marie. She felt like she had two good friends now, Michael and Sophie, she even had a social life of sorts; She would go for walks, coffees and yoga with Sophie, then see Michael outside of work two or three times a week. But even though individually she was very comfortable, she was not even sure if she could sit at the same table with both of them together.

Michael looked at the anxiousness that was on Anne-Marie’s face, he hadn’t really expected she would say no, but the history from the other guys was making a little bit of sense now. He couldn't do this to her.

“We don’t need to go of course,” he said off-handedly, “I would be just as happy, the two of us going somewhere a little less exciting, it looks like a beautiful weekend for weather. I bet we could have a walk around the lake, or another cruise.”

Michael was so understanding but she couldn’t do it to him.

“No Michael!” She interrupted, “I really want to meet this Charlie, she does sound nice, it's just..it's just.. I'm really not good with talking to strangers or crowds.”

“Then let’s not go to the silly party and we can meet up somewhere quiet just the three of us over a coffee. She really does want to meet you Anne-Marie, and I really want her to like you as much as I like you.”

‘Like you as much as I like you’, did Michael really just say that?

“It will be just fine Anne-Marie,” he continued, “I will send Charlie an email saying we can’t make it..”

“Oh Michael, I'm such a mess!” She said, sounding a little upset. “I really want to do this with you but I am so afraid I will make a fool of myself and you won’t like me..”

“Don't say that Anne-Marie.” He touched her arm softly the way he had done with Charlie, and she felt a tingle, and her heart rate increase. “Not everyone likes crowds or socialising with strangers. It is all about the people you are with. You know I was quite shy once, but I learnt that socialising is mostly about just smiling and listening to others.”

“I have been to parties where the nicest person I met simply listened, smiled and said nothing. Yes there are always those who need to be the centre of attention, and sometimes deservedly as they are naturally witty and charming, but you don't have to be that person. It is also not about being popular or thinking of the next cool thing to say to make you popular, if you do like somebody then just saying hi, telling them who you are and listening might be all that is needed.”

He moved his hand off her arm and laughed. “You know Anne-Marie, we English have raised talking about the weather to an art-form, just so we have something to talk about, though we also have about a hundred words for rain! Just feel lucky you were born in a country where the sun comes out once in a while.”

Luc came over and they changed back to English.

“Hi Luc,” said Michael. “The weather was awesome over the weekend, don't you think?” Michael turned and winked at Anne-Marie who giggled.

“Hi guys!” He replied. “Well I for one am making the most of it, I really hate the cold and the snow here over winter.” He walked to his workstation and pressed the power button, he looked at his browser, “you’re out of luck though, rain is forecast next week so better make the most of this weekend.”

Anne-Marie smiled at Michael and tried unsuccessfully to wink causing him to smile even more.

Luc wasn't so bad, Anne-Marie thought, if everyone was like Luc, Julianne, Carlos, Sophie, Michael.. Now that she thought about it, most of the people she actually got to know were not that scary to talk to, well except maybe Jez. Maybe she could do this, Michael made it look so easy.
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The Director was quite busy and had struggled to free an hour from his schedule so instead elected to talk to Charlie over a long lunch in the staff restaurant, anyone seeing him with the girl would probably have assumed she was his daughter.

“Charlie, it is really nice to see you again, I did try and clear my schedule for a proper meeting but with so little time and with you being unusually unspecific on what you wanted, I thought we might chat while I grab some lunch.”

“Lunch was a great idea Anton, I often forget to eat myself so this will kill two birds.”

They chatted in German, Anton did not even think about any other language as she was as fluent as him and this was a private conversation, at a quiet table he had specially reserved a little away from the rest; Plus the rules he usually handed down to his HR department rarely applied to him.

His big plate of sausages and cabbage looked positively massive compared to Charlie’s four pieces of sushi and reminded him he really should eat a bit more healthily.

“It is more of an informal query Anton, you are of course welcome to say no and we can still have lunch and chat, but I have a friend who works here who doesn't really know my background. I asked him what he was working on and he said it was to do with an event but he couldn’t really talk about it. Now it kind of surprised me as generally you guys are as open as a book when it comes to your research. And as you know I do have a passing interest in theoretical physics and I was wondering if you could tell me a little more. That’s really all it is. Everyone has their little secrets and I am happy to respect yours here if you wish, but I am planning on attending Professor Wolf's class in Oxford in three months and I would really like to be aware of everything.”

Anton was chewing some food and listening intently as she spoke. Like everyone, the narrative in his head was also churning through what she said, processing what and how to reply. She caught the references to the WOW project and his thoughts go through a little bit of risk analysis. She waited patiently, taking a bite of sushi and having a sip of her Perrier.

“Well, because it's you, I have no real problems, and it's not so much a secret Charlie as it is something we just don't like to talk about, dirty laundry if you like. I really don't know too much about the technical part of it beyond a basic overview I had from Professor Keffler who is head of the WOW team.”

He took another bite and paused for another short thought while chewing. “Basically we have some sort of random ‘event’ which has shown itself several times on several of the experiment's detectors. It's been happening since the first detector came online from what I can gather. We recently however found out that the Fermi-Lab neutrino detector was detecting a similar event.”

“The team is about thirty people, three scientists and a small bunch of mostly technicians and data analyst types from what I remember, and if you had asked me this a few weeks ago I would have struggled to remember any of it, but since Fermi-Lab have got in touch and agreed to pool resources it has gotten more prominent.

One of our other departments led by Professor Bonito thinks they can now identify the event better from the noise, enough that we may be able to trace the source a bit easier. It will basically cause a sigh of relief as we are looking at the next big expansion of the collider ring and this was one of the issues we were worried about.”

“You said neutrino detectors, but most of the detectors here are not looking for neutrinos. Do you know which particle it is affecting or how the event manifests itself?” Asked Charlie curiously.

“Not really Charlie, I have only taken a passing interest in this particular project and like I say we prefer to keep it a bit quiet, but I can certainly get a few hours of Professor Keffler’s time and maybe get him to show you around..”

“No, that's not really necessary just yet Anton, but if you had a technical summary I could read and maybe have the option to take you up on the tour that would be perfect. I would of course treat the document with the usual utmost discretion.”

“Well, I can certainly do that, if you walk back to my office with me after lunch I will let my technical manager know and he can dig it up for you.”

“Perfect, I can read it here if you are worried about security.”

“Ah yes, that wonderful mind of yours!” He smiled, “what I wouldn't give for one of those.”

“Oh I’m sure your mind is still as sharp as a pin Anton,” she laughed. and diverted the conversation on to other less interesting topics for the rest of their lunch.
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She had dinner with her mother that night at home having spent two hours going through the paper Anton mentioned, then tracing through several other reference papers. She saw who the team were and where they fitted into the little puzzle, Michael and Anne-Marie were in some sort of adjacent team not directly involved, but Professor Bonito their lead scientist was quite happy to heap praise on his three staff for the breakthrough pinpointing the signal. He sounded like a nice boss.

A random quantum event, detectable by what was believed to be increased neutrino activity. She shook her head, that was obviously a guess based on the fact that the detectors would be shielded from normal interference. Neutrinos also explained Michael’s reference to the ghost team as the particles were one of those freaky things in physics that blew people's minds and detecting them was nigh on impossible.

Subatomic physics was one of those areas she did not like to get too deep into. Without ways to experimentally test a lot of the theories they were just that, theories. Sometimes not even that, sometimes more like best-guesses, and that did not sit well with her or her mother. She did however agree with experimentally testing, not because it might find the right answer, she doubted that, but that it might one day come up with the right questions.

She sighed, it would have been nice to just phone Michael up, and just ask.

“Penny for your thoughts,” said Gerty from across the table where she was doing a word puzzle.

Mothers ‘classical’ music was playing from the speakers in the background, one of the bootleg tapes she used to buy from the markets, mainly live bands from the Jazz festival who played in the last thirty years. For a woman who once held the highest justice position in the country she could sometimes be a bit of a hypocrite.

“Nothing really Mama, I spent the afternoon at CERN looking over a little private puzzle..”

“Oh Charlie, you know I love puzzles, do tell!”

“Not really that kind of puzzle Mama,” she smiled, “but I guess I could dumb it down a little for you.”

“Charlie, just because I don't pretend to understand all that gobbledegook does not mean I have lost my faculties.”

“OK, well there are these ‘events’ for want of a better word which occur randomly, yet they cannot track them against known solar activity, man-made events, or any known phenomena..”

“What do you mean by random? Do you just not have enough data points to form a pattern?”

“Not really, there are nine dates of the bigger events and with Anne-Marie's new filter algorithm, and Michaels ability to search the new data, possibly hundreds of smaller events they will be able to detect going back through the data.”

“When did they start?” She said, her head still buried in the crossword.

“The first event was possibly in 1972, the 12th May, it was very isolated and weak, but we cannot really assume anything as they were using different equipment and methods to record things..”

Gerty looked up from her paper. “Er.. What time?” Charlie looked at her mother funny, she did not need to look at her thoughts to see the question was asked with some trepidation.

“Eleven oh four AM..”

Gerty dropped the paper and got up.

“What is it Mama?” Charlie got up too, concern for her mother evident in her face. There was an unwritten rule that they would not look into each other's minds but Charlie couldn't help see what was there, her mothers thoughts were clear without even trying.

“Oh my God, that was the time you were with that serial killer psychologist..”

“That event is burned into my memory, Charlie,” her mother said slowly, “the appointment was at 11 a.m. and we were on time. It was the day I first saw evil, and the day I lost my last remaining innocence about this world.”

“Don’t be silly Mama, it is just a coincidence. The gift, it only sees thoughts, you don't send anything, and certainly nothing that could be picked up on a hundred tonne particle detector five kilometres away.”

“If there is one thing I have learnt Charlie, it is that coincidences are only coincidences when they don’t mean anything, and you are making an assumption on the latter statement based on the false premise that anybody understands how all this works..”

“But Mama, like I say, how can it? Why, it would mean your reaction caused a number of particles to be affected, it just, it.. Well it’s impossible.”

“Aren't all those stupid particle quantum things impossible? How can something be in two places at once? How can a cat be dead and not dead? All of it is circumstantial evidence and if it was presented in court or law it would be thrown out.”

“Admit it Charlie, science is plateauing, in some cases completely broken. Physics is no better than biology, they have no clue how this,” Gerty touched her head, “works even for a normal person. What we do is totally impossible under both biology and physics, what is the medium that thoughts travel in? Why can you and I store a million times more data than a normal person? Charlie, you have the equivalent of masters degrees in eighteen subjects, I speak fifteen languages better than most natives can, how does anything you have learnt in physics or biology explain that?”

“Well, yes, but there are so many gaps in our knowledge, that's why CERN is there in the first place..”

“Then you have answered your own question, it is probably another one of those gaps we are seeing.”

“But Mama, are you not curious how..”

“Every second of my life I analyse it, every new fact I learn makes me re-ask why. But one thing I do know is that the first rule of science is that a theory must be testable and reproducible. A bunch of scientists pulling fairy stories from their bottoms that cannot be tested is just that, theory. You are the scientist, tell me I am wrong! Now give me another of those dates.”

“Oh my god Mama, you are so cynical at times,” she shrugged, it was a regular argument for them, and one she actually agreed on. “OK, the third of January 2000, that's my birth date!”

“What time?” Gerty was calm and composed.

“Six forty two AM..”

“My memory of having you was obviously not clear to the exact time, but I went into labour at Six twelve in the morning and had you in my arms for the first time at six forty four AM.”

Charlie got up and walked around the room, not saying anything for a few seconds, then looking at her mother. “The event in CERN Mama, it is you!”

“It could be me,” she corrected, her voice calm. “How many dates do you have?”

“I must admit Mama I skimmed the rest of the data, but the text summary said there was nothing significant for several years, and until after the upgraded detectors came online. I did not look at any dates, only the first two, but I do know from what I got from Michael that there was one on the second of October 2012, which was the date I heard that voice from my head in the library at the university.. Oh god Mama, I need to read the rest of that data properly, I need to talk to Michael..”

[...] [you wake] [...]

[Not now!] she said forcefully.

Her mother flinched, then walked over to where she was standing by a chair. “The voice in your mind is still troubling you honey?” She said in a motherly calm tone, touching Charlie's hand softly.

“It is not troubling me Mama, it is always there, but it stays quiet now,” she said, wrapping both arms around her, “it only appears when I get anxious, but I have learnt to ignore it, I have enough going on in my head without talking to myself as well.”

Charlie unwrapped her arms from her mothers neck, stepped back and smiled a little. Her mother smiled back.

“You know you cannot go to this Michael guy, or anyone else about this don't you?” Said her mother deadpan.

“Yes, I guess I do Mama, but something might be happening we are not aware of, we might be onto something very important that might change our understanding of our gift and maybe even physics itself.”

“Then you research it in private, and, like everything we do, have a perfectly good explanation that points away from our gift.”

Her voice went serious. “You only have to think back to what they did to women they thought were witches in the middle ages, do not for one second think that this world is so civilised that you and I would be left alone as normal. You have not seen a hundredth of the evil I have and I want it to stay that way.”

“I know that Mama, your teaching was very thorough in that regard and I have learnt enough that I know everything you say is true.. Oh my!”

“What is it darling?”

“The woman, Michael's colleague, Anne-Marie, I got the thought from him that she wanted to see me to ask me a question about the university incident, do you think she has figured this out too.”

Charlie felt her dragon stirring again and tempered it down.

“Not a chance,” said her mother, the same time Charlie realised the answer herself. “How would she know our dates and times? She may possibly have a date from something public, maybe the event in Geneva University library, but there are thousands of people who reported something, including you and me. I would not worry. It is most likely she will ask the question but our gift should allow us the foresight to give her an acceptable alternative answer.”

“You are right again Mama, I guess I need to keep my emotions under control, but we also need to figure this out before they do.”

“I know. But you cannot be seen to take too much of an interest in the phenomena too.”

“Well, it’s a little bit late for that unfortunately. I spent an hour at lunch with the Director of CERN in view of a hundred people in the restaurant, then I spent two further hours in one of the meeting rooms reading the reports.”

“OK,” said Gerty, “but they haven't put two-and-two together yet and may never do it as they only have one half of the puzzle, how are you going to get more information without raising suspicion?”

“Anne-Marie would seem the perfect person, she knows about the phenomena and wants to talk to me. Unfortunately Michael and Anne-Marie cannot make it to uncle's party on Saturday, Michael sent me an email yesterday, and mentioned Anne-Marie is uncomfortable with crowds.”

“That’s a bit of a shame, I think I would like to see this young man who has taken so much of my little angel's attention.”

“Oh, it's not like that Mama, he’s not my type. I can see he really likes me though, and it would be very easy to make it romantic, but I get a sense he likes this Anne-Marie more, but I am not the kind of woman who could do that to another.”

“Charlie, you are a French woman!.” Gerty said mischievously.

“Correction Mama, I am a Swiss woman, Michael is nice but he is not the one for me,” she paused and changed to English, “close but no cigar!”

“So vulgar!”

Both the women laughed.

“Anyway,” Charlie said, “I think I have a plan.”
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​Secrets Within the Vines
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU ARE OK with this Anne-Marie?” Said Michael with a slightly worried voice.

“Yes, Michael, it might be fun just the three of us.”

Anne-Marie, really wasn’t sure however. Michael had said that his relationship with Charlie was platonic and he had described to her in detail everything of their fondue evening, it sure sounded pleasant. But having another young woman, beautiful, intelligent, rich, and apparently exciting as the main topic of conversation for the last few weeks was a lot to take in. Yet why wasn’t she jealous?

“Oh, maybe this is her now,” said Michael, first excitedly, then tempering off as confusion kicked in.

The old VW Beetle convertible bounced slowly twice as it went over the small speed bump and pulled into a spare car park, badly straddling the parking line and taking up two car spaces. A young woman in cut-off jeans, t-shirt, trainers and a baseball cap got out and walked over to them.

“Er, Charlie?” Said Michael.

“Michael,” she said with a pleasant smile and little ceremony, taking his hand and shaking it. She turned to Anne-Marie who was in a pretty floral dress cut off at the knee and looking quite stunning.

“And you must be Anne-Marie, Michael has said so much about you, and you are even more beautiful than I imagined, no wonder he cannot stop talking about you.”

[Michael cannot stop talking about me?]

Michael's mind was all confusion looking from Charlie, to Anne-Marie to the old car and back. Charlie ignored him, this gig was all for Anne-Marie.

“Enchante Anne-Marie. I am Charlie.” Charlie came in and kissed both cheeks very lightly, sensing Anne-Marie was relaxing even more. She was of course cheating a little bit by sending out the feeling of ‘safe’ she used with animals and she knew rubbed off a little on people when they were very close.

“I hope you two don't mind sitting in the back together, I have Max in the front, he is so sweet but likes to sit down on the floor well.”

[She has a dog?]

“Max is a cocker spaniel, I just picked him up from the doggy salon. I am minding it for my mother’s friend Cissy. I thought we could take him for a walk around the vineyard, and then we can go have a nice lunch. It will just be the four of us!”

Well the five of us. Thought Charlie. Carl was close by, somewhere. The vineyard was considered a safe area and a plain clothed FIS Agent was going to be there today as there were a few dignitaries going there before Joerg’s party.

[a cocker spaniel just like Bonbon! oh my, I hope he is friendly]

“Now Max is a bit sloppy so let's keep him away from your nice clothes Anne-Marie, or you may get covered in drool. Come on, let’s get in, it's a ten kilometre drive.

Max was the cutest thing on four legs for a dozen kilometres and the only one that they could find that fit the description of the dog that was in the picture of Anne-Marie from when she was a teenager on her step-mothers Facebook page. Alice spent an hour on Friday morning phoning friends and associates asking if they knew of anyone with a cocker spaniel, Alice’s neighbour Cissy was happy for someone to use Max for a doggy photo-shoot for the day, one that would pay a hundred Euros.

“Er, Charlie, you seem a different woman today,” said Michael suspiciously.

[What the hell is she up to?] [Well at least Anne-Marie seems happy enough]

“Oh Michael, you have only seen one side of me, I’m just a normal ol’ girl at heart.”

Did the Swiss girl just do an American cowboy accent! He shook his head.

Charlie turned to Anne-Marie who was just looking down the passenger seat at the dog, and said something very fast in French, that Michael only got two words of and none of it made sense. Anne-Marie giggled and smiled at Charlie, then Michael, then turned her attention back to the dog.

“Oh Charlie, he is so cute, I used to have a dog just like him when I was a teenager, can I hold him?”

“Well like I say as long as you don't mind him slobbering all over you, you have been warned!” She smiled at Anne-Marie, picking up Max, projecting a little more of the ‘safety’ emotion into his mind, and passing her to Anne-Marie, who did not hesitate to pick up Max and sit in the front seat with him.

“Can I stay here, I think he likes me?”

“Of course, you can sit up front with Max and myself, and Michael can sit in the back.”

Michael finally twigged what Charlie was up to, oh god, he had never seen Anne-Marie so happy.

Anne-Marie was indeed happy, Charlie was quite nice, and funny like Michael. Her little joke that Anne-Marie should make Michael roll over so she could tickle his tummy like Max probably was a bit fast for Michael to get. Come to think of it, Charlie had used Anne-Marie's dialect for some of the words, and she had the same dog as Anne-Marie had, how could anyone not like Charlie.

Charlie drove the ten kilometres to the vineyard that was run by cousin Eliot. The two girls were sheltered from the wind by the windscreen, Michael however was getting blown about for the fifteen minute drive and he had a really bad hair day when he arrived. Charlie made another joke about it to Anne-Marie who sniggered again.

It was Eliot’s day off, he was at home getting ready for his fathers party, but he had reserved the area of the patio of their Michelin star restaurant for Charlie and told the staff to put everything on the family tab. While Charlie was the official owner, she had no use for the winery or the vineyards, and winemaking was the kind of thing Eliot was really good at.

Charlie parked in Eliot's spot in the mostly empty car park, the tasting room had just opened but it would not really get busy until the restaurant opened in a few hours. Before they did all that though, there was a little matter of walking Max.

Poor Michael was not getting a word in edgeways. The two girls walked together, Anne-Marie holding Max’s lead and they talked and talked, and he still couldn't understand half the pronunciations. The fact that the scenery was beautiful and the weather perfect made up for the fact that he now felt like a fifth leg on a donkey.

“Oh Michael, Anne-Marie is the nicest person I have ever met, you are such a lucky man to have such a woman.” Charlie threw the comment over her shoulder at Michael several metres back, and he was resigned to the fact he was not going to be in this conversation while Charlie was working whatever magic she was doing.

“Oh, we are only friends Charlie,” said Anne-Marie, quietly to Charlie so that Michael could not hear.

“Impossible!” Said Charlie, “the way he talks about you, the way he looks at you, he definitely fancies you! Me, well I prefer the darker hot blooded Italian men to the cute English ones, but he is so nice to talk to.”

“Aren't you Michael?” She shouted in English over her shoulder.

“Er, aren’t I what?” He said, confused.

“So quaint,” she said, smiling at Anne-Marie. “You know Anne-Marie, we should go to the cellars, they have an amazing history, we must try some of the wines first though, my cousin runs the cellar.”

They stopped while Max took a lazy crap, then Charlie handed Michael a plastic bag, winked, gave him Max’s lead, and the two girls moved on, laughing at another joke.

Michael sighed! They were almost back to the vineyard, hopefully his day would get better.

“Oh poor Michael,” said Anne-Marie, “we have neglected him so much and the poor man probably has not understood a word we said.”

“You are right Anne-Marie, we have tortured him enough.”

Then just like that he understood what they were saying. “We are sorry Michael, it is my fault, Anne-Marie and I have quite a lot in common after all, I hope you don't mind me sharing her with you.”

“Er, of course, what was that language you were speaking?”

“Anne-Marie is from Toulouse, they have a few weird words and pronunciations, but you and her have been talking together for weeks so I expect you know that.”

Charlie really needed to stop baiting Michael, but he was one of those rare nice guys who never took anything personal, the kind of man who looked like he was not over-compensating for deficiencies in other areas. Yes Anne-Marie was a lucky woman. Also it wasn't really deception, Charlie told herself. She played many roles, she did like animals, and she really had come to like Anne-Marie a lot. Even though they had only been talking for a few hours, she felt somehow familiar, like she had known her a lot longer. Having an insight into her soul was an unfair advantage but it was not something she could turn off, only choose to ignore.

Anne-Marie’s mind was another thing entirely, it was in fact beautiful. The thoughts were tidy and precise, and you needed to be almost next to her to read her, Anne-Marie could weirdly compartmentalise logic and emotions, almost like a committee rather than a person.

They were the same age but with completely different backgrounds and upbringings, the more she bonded with Anne-Marie the more she saw her grandmother in her. A genius, an introvert, and beautiful, and while one was cruelly used and abused, the other was finding friendship and love. The emotion was overwhelming and a tear came to her eyes from nowhere.

Anne-Marie stopped and looked at her, the emotional part of her coming to the fore, concerned. “Are you OK Charlie?”

Charlie smiled, “I am Anne-Marie, it is just that, you are really how I pictured my grandmother as a young girl. I really wish I had known her. I really think we could have been good friends too.”

Anne-Marie did something that shocked Michael, she moved in to Charlie and was hugging her. The hug went on for a good thirty seconds, both Michael and Max stood there unmoving and not understanding.

Anne-Marie was also feeling conflicting emotions, holding Charlie like this just felt like the right thing to do and it felt so good, she felt a tear too, hers. The warmth of Charlie's body and the tears of both of them now mixing on her cheek. And yet they were not tears of sadness for Anne-Marie, they were tears of joy.

Finally Michael said something. “Are you guys OK?”

Charlie felt his concern, first for Anne-Marie, then for Charlie. For thirty seconds both Michael and Anne-Marie’s minds scrolled through a narrative of reflection to what had got them to this point. It was very overpowering for Charlie to listen to; but she could not unlisten when people were standing right next to her, that was her cross to bear.

Almost every one of her girlfriends had been through the same path with boys, family, careers, health issues, the list went on, and Charlie was happy to be a shoulder to cry on. But, apart from her mother and grandfather, it was very rare she needed somebody to hug her.

“Thank you,” said Charlie, dampening the tears from her eyes with her sleeve, and slowly breaking off the hug, “I really needed that Anne-Marie.”

Charlie bent down and fluffed Max’s floppy ears, then all smiled winked at Anne-Marie and said, “men like that too!”

She got up. They were almost back to the car-park.

“Why don't we go and do a little wine tasting and I will give you a little tour around the wine cellars and show you all the secrets. Unfortunately Max is not allowed in the winery but I am sure we can find someone to check he is OK for an hour or two until lunchtime.”

She saw a tree in the shade with an old bike welded to a platform as some rustic statue, she tied his lead securely around a heavy piece of metal and went into a nearby door. Two minutes later she returned walking very slowly with a big water bowl which she put next to Max. When she was alone with Max, Charlie got the usual vibes from a dog, when it felt safe and was ready for a nap.

“Now stay there and be a good doggy Max,” she fluffed his ears again and the dog sunk like a wet towel onto the ground.

“I really wish I could have a dog again, my lease does not allow them though,” said Anne-Marie, looking longingly at the ball of brown fluff on the ground under the tree.

“You are always welcome to my house, we have two dogs there which are always happy for someone to give them some attention.” Technically they had three dogs at the chateau, but the gamekeeper's dog, Butch, would rip the arm off anyone who tried to pat him, Charlie for some strange reason being the only exception.

The girls slowly brought Michael back into the conversation. Wine-tasting was one of those mostly subjective things, like music. Some wines were just great, like the Beatles were great, but they also had bad vintages, like the Beatles had some crap songs, yet some people still liked their crap songs. It turned out Michael's palette was useless and Anne-Marie’s not that much better.

“Taste is like every muscle, guys, it needs to be exercised over years. There is no magic to it.” Charlie said.

She was decidedly average when it came to telling the difference between some wines, but she always knew a grand-master when she saw one, and a good wine when she tasted one. Anne-Marie opened out a lot, Charlie could see she was enjoying it and she was making little quips as they tried the various wines.

“Oh Charlie, I think my shyness around people will be the death of me. I am so sorry we did not go to your uncle's party, Michael was so enthusiastic but..”

This time it was Michael's turn to put his arm around her. “I’m not sorry, this has been far more fun if you ask me.”

“Michael's right, that is why I wanted to bring you two along. All those old people in their fancy clothes, trying to one-up everybody else in how interesting or important they are.. It is nowhere near as nice as this!”

“And look at you Anne-Marie, smiling, talking, laughing, hugging, yet only two hours ago you looked like you were about to go to the dentist for root canal surgery. It shows that if you make the effort with people it can sometimes go quite well.”

“See that good looking chap over there who is coming over? What is there possibly to fear from him? I have never seen him before in my life, yet I find I want to know him a lot more.”

She winked at Anne-Marie in the way she knew she found funny.

“I will let you see how the master handles the situation and you, my dear apprentice, should watch and learn.”

A handsome, well dressed, Mediterranean-tanned guy with dark hair and a smile to die for walked up to them. She could feel no apprehension at all from Anne-Marie at the approaching man, Michael however was feeling a tinge of jealousy. If Charlie was brutally honest, and based on looks alone, he probably had every reason to be..

Wait, What! Charlie was shocked for a moment, the man’s thoughts were on Anne-Marie not her! This had never happened to Charlie before, maybe she had overdone the dressing down a bit. Anne-Marie certainly looked and acted much more sophisticated, and she had zero anxiety as she was probably expecting Charlie to do all the talking.

He was about to ask Anne-Marie about the wine and thinking of how to work the fact that he was driving (his fathers) Lamborghini into the conversation. Seriously, she thought, with looks like that, you have to act pretentious!

Just like astronomers classed stars, Charlie immediately classed him as a harmless predator, then sub-classed him as a dick. Though a justifiably good looking one.

Anne-Marie could thank her for this later.

“You know,” Charlie said in Italian a millisecond before he turned to Anne-Marie to deliver his line, “I was just telling Anne-Marie and her boyfriend here, that you looked like somebody who appreciated good wine.”

The new man turned to her, his thoughts, annoyed that the beautiful woman had such an average boyfriend, such a pale skinned and weak looking one at that. Then the fact that the other girl was actually quite pretty under the ghastly clothes and hair.

“You are Italian? From Milan?” He said.

“Oh no, I lived there for two years, I think the accent must have rubbed off a little.”

She saw him looking at her arms, her neck and ankles, filling in the gaps in his mind, then thinking again of Anne-Marie and her weak boyfriend.

“You should join us. We are celebrating Anne-Marie’s pregnancy, but you know her boyfriend does not know yet. Doesn't her skin glow so beautifully?”

It was like she had thrown a bucket of water over his mental image of Anne-Marie. His thoughts immediately backtracking from the hunt to how he could get away from this group without looking stupid. Then thinking maybe the badly dressed woman might be good for one night, so long as his friends didn't see him. Charlie quietly fumed, wanting so badly to kick him where it hurt, or even better have Carl..

“I know plenty about wine, fortunately for you..”

She saw his mind going through the three, no four actual facts he knew, and the more impressive stuff he was about to make up for these amateurs.

“Oh, we should all speak in French, my friends here do not speak Italian.” She said it in French and she saw his mind parsing the correct verbs from Italian to French before speaking, discarding those sentences he could not translate and still working on how to get away.

“As I was saying to the mademoiselle here,” he continued in terrible French to all three of them, “the red wine here is very average compared to the Aglianico from the region of Valpontida.”

“Valpontida, what a coincidence I was there during the 2019 vintage. I did not know they grew Aglianico there, but the Merlot from there is indeed nice, but I only sampled a few of the vineyards, which one do you recommend?”

He was making everything up. He knew the small region but had never actually been to any wineries there and knew nothing, damn, er, the phone trick.

“Mi Scusi! I have a phone call..” [on silent] “..the phone is on silent..”

He pulled out his phone with the screen facing away from them.

“Ah, monsieur, mademoiselles, I will have to cut our wine discussion short, I have some urgent business.”

He walked away pretending one half of a conversation in Italian.

“Oh he seemed like a nice man!” Said Anne-Marie, as he went out of earshot.

Charlie could not believe it, Anne-Marie genuinely bought the whole act. She sometimes wished she could give the gift to women like Anne-Marie at times like this.”

“He wasn’t exactly telling the truth, Anne-Marie, I think he was just making something up to talk to us. Sometimes men do that. They first weaken your defences with their good looks and charm, then overwhelm you with their romantic words, then soften you with talk of l’amour, then they pounce!” She put her hands out in fake claws. Next you are waking in their bed and they are asking you if there is somewhere else you need to be!”

“Err.. still here!” Said Michael weakly in English and causing both girls to laugh.

“Present company excluded.” Charlie said in English.

“So Anne-Marie, sometimes it is wise to do your due diligence before you give in to their charms.” She looked at Michael, “but I think you are safe with him.”

“Hey, I can do that l’amour stuff you know,” said Michael, though nobody seemed to be listening.

“Intelligent, charming, can talk, and l’amour,” I think he is the one for you Anne-Marie she said in her dialect, “I hope the l’amour part comes soon for you.”

Anne-Marie blushed and Charlie caught a little bit of apprehension, she could see Anne-Marie had never been with a man and was scared to go to the next step; sex terrified her but only because she thought she would be inadequate. Oh my girl, have you got a lot to learn?

“Hey Michael, could you please check on Max while we go and get the key to the cellars.”

Michael popped off to the exit grateful for something to do while Charlie hooked her arm through Anne-Marie’s and led her in the opposite direction.

“You know Anne-Marie,” Charlie continued, “I remember my first real boyfriend, I was so scared the first time that it would not be perfect, I did not know what to do.”

She had Anne-Marie's rapt attention.

“The first kiss was wonderful, a man who is a good kisser should be number one on any girls list. But love is like a mountain, you climb to the first level then you take a look around and if you like what you see, you climb up to the next bit, until finally you see the top, and like a mountain this seems the scary part.”

“I was scared, I was terrified. But what my friend told me, and what I should have realised is that passion is born into all women, especially French women, and when the time came, with the right man, reaching the summit was so beautiful. A woman should always do what makes her feel good, a good man will always accommodate that, as it is their ultimate goal to make you satisfied, and to get you to that amazing place where the world explodes for you. I still relive my first time with Thomas Mancini in my mind, thinking how I would have done it differently, and I realised I would have done everything exactly the same.”

Could she really do that with Michael? Charlie made it sound so beautiful, not scary, and to do that with Michael, would be so.. So.. ohhh.. ohhh.. Oh my!

Oh my indeed! Thought Charlie.

“Er, I just need to go to the ladies room!” Said Anne-Marie in a squeaky, embarrassed voice, as she moved away quickly.

Well that had never happened before! Charlie sighed, but at least Anne-Marie seemed to be getting the idea now.

Another man came over, one of the undercover FIS agents, and handed Charlie the key. Michael came back and they waited for Anne-Marie.

“Right, where were we,” said Charlie, hooking her arm through Anne-Marie’s again, “oh yes, and I think you both might find this next part really interesting.”
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At the start of the second world war, the threat of invasion to Switzerland, despite its neutrality, was very real. Many of the bigger buildings engineered underground fortifications, to form part of the country's defence if it was ever invaded by Germany. The vineyard was no different, and in 1938 no fewer than forty local labourers excavated a forty metre tunnel into the hillside under the vineyard with six separate rooms for armouries, bunks, bathrooms, kitchens and even a small medical facility, enough for twenty men.

Subsequently at the end of the second world war, and the height of the cold war, the bunker was incorporated into the network of nuclear fall-out shelters the Swiss were provisioning for every citizen. Even to this day these facilities were expected to be maintained and stocked, though many had started to consider it a waste of time.

With some of this latter thinking, five of these rooms had been converted to wine storage, a hundred barrels and tens of thousands of wine bottles, a labyrinth of shelves, now filled these rooms.

“This is amazing!” Said Michael who was leading the two girls by a few metres. Many of the lights were still incandescent and due to the density of the shelving it was not very bright.

“Twelve thousand six hundred and four bottles, and ninety seven French oak barrels of wine.” She walked to the entrance to one of the rooms stacked three high with barrels, then led them into it.

“A 2018 Chardonnay, six years old and almost ready to be bottled and sent to a wine merchant in Singapore,” she flicked the little label over to show a barcode. “Some are put up for auction after the tastings and blendings, and contrary to what our good looking, but slightly intellectually challenged Italian gigolo said earlier, they are usually very high premium.”

“It feels a bit cool in here,” said Anne-Marie.

Michael used the excuse to get in closer to Anne-Marie and put his arm around her, she leaned into him, and if she was a cat she would be purring. Charlie knew they had a small locker at the entrance with some overcoats, but she didn't want to interfere.

“It’s kept at a constant sixteen degrees all year around, changes in temperature are to be avoided at all costs.”

“So it’s your uncle that owns this, or does he just run it?” Michael asked.

Charlie knew that Michael was just making conversation but he was getting a bit close, and she wouldn't lie.

“He runs it..”

[So who owns..]

“.. My mother actually owns most of it,” she dropped casually. It wasn't quite a lie, she and her mother shared everything so technically her mother owned half.

“She was a very successful lawyer in her day.”

“Oh my!” Said Anne-Marie, her next question forming in her mind.

“So what do you actually do Charlie?”

[Michael was realising he also had asked that question but never really got a satisfactory answer]

“I work with my mother, I am a negotiator.”

[what’s a..] both of them were about to ask the same question.

“Wherever there are two parties who want to make a contract, we are the neutral third party. It pays well, the hours are good, and it is quite rewarding.”

She could see a million questions bubbling to the surface of both their minds. Mostly questions a technical or scientific mind, rather than a business mind would ask, like ‘why would anybody pay for that?’, she had better move the topic to something else.

“Now enough of the boring work talk, let me give you the part of the tour that nobody ever sees.”

The millions of questions about Charlie's job were immediately forgotten as Charlie stopped at a locked iron door with a keypad. Instead of using the keypad she put all five fingers on a flat pad next to it, it stayed red for a few seconds then changed to green and they heard a click and a motor start up, the iron door moved inwards opening into a corridor. At the same time there was a loud click back down the passage where they came from.

“Wow, that's a bit James Bond isn't it?” Said Michael as they started walking.

“There is a good reason,” she said as she started down a narrow well lit passage which sank deeper into the earth. “When it was part of the Swiss Defence force, this passage was considered suitable for storing some of the city and government archives.”

“All the official documents were moved out of here six years ago to a special underground storage area near Bern and we decided it would make an ideal place for some of the Bergmann family archives and historical stuff. The constant temperature and humidity was ideal for preserving them.”

“Wow,” said Anne-Marie, after they had been walking for a minute, “we must have travelled a hundred metres.”

“Seventy two metres horizontally and five vertically to be exact,” she said as she came to a second door with the same security arrangement.

“The first door we went through won't open if the bunker main door is open and once it opens a steel door shuts the whole cellar off from the outside world.”

Her other hand went on the second pad and it also turned green and the second metal door proceeded to open.

“I’m so glad I am not.. claustrophobic,” said Michael, emphasising the last word, not knowing the French word so saying it in English.

“It is the same word in French, but we pronounce it much nicer than you,” said Charlie. She could see Anne-Marie had formed the same answer in her mind but was not sure to say it, she was now wishing she had said it. Charlie resolved to not be so quick in future.

“Double-Wow!” Said Michael as the door opened out into a very large room full of shelves, filing cabinets, furniture and old books, the light was bright but a weird off-white.

“The light is filtered to remove any wavelengths damaging to the old documents.” She walked over to a very specific framed faded colour photograph of a pretty teenage girl, and handed it to Anne-Marie.

“My Grandmother Heidi Bergmann. She died when my mother was born, it was a very sad story and a very sad episode for the family, even though she was loved by everyone we prefer to keep it to ourselves.”

Charlie's voice had stopped being its usual sparkling happy self and had turned morose.

“And these books next to it?” Said Anne-Marie, not quite sure what had happened to Charlie's demeanour.

“Her favourite books. See this one,” Charlie pulled out the small faded book which was in German but said the word Heidi on it. “Heidi is a very famous Swiss book and it is who my grandmother was named after. You see when my grandmother arrived in Switzerland she was only about two years old and my great grandfather who had brought her across the Alps from Germany died the day she arrived. I read the book growing up, but it is too painful for me to read now.”

The change in Charlie's demeanour was to say the least dramatic, Michael had picked up on it too and there was a new clarity and maturity to Charlie’s voice.

“That is so sad,” said Anne-Marie.

Charlie could see Michael had also felt the same way but he had just turned around, hiding his emotions like men tended to do, and began leafing through the shelf.

“My great-grandfather was not a good man. A Nazi. Nobody had any sympathy for him and nobody missed him. Heidi was the total opposite, but due to the journey he put her through we think she was malnourished. The poor girl had so many mental issues. But she read books and played the piano. She was a genius, a wunderkind, but stayed a child emotionally. She died before her eighteenth birthday giving birth to my mother.”

Charlie dropped down on an old seat next to a large oak desk, put her hands to her face and cried.

Dragon reared its voice back into her head briefly and clearly before she slapped it down softly.

[Leave me alone, please!]

Anne-Marie, who was rushing to Charlie, looked around confused at Michael, then was once again on her knees and holding her. Michael would have done the same, but in a few short hours, Anne-Marie’s bond to Charlie seemed to have become even greater than his. For some reason the thought of that made him happy not sad, or would have if Charlie wasn't crying.

Michael wandered around the desk, still slightly uncomfortable and out of his depth with the emotions on display. The two girls said nothing, hugging each other, Charlie's sobs the only sound in the room. The desk looked hundreds of years old, he guessed they brought it down here to preserve it like the rest or it was left when the government archive was relocated.

He idly pulled a small dusty old black book off another shelf, opening it and watching some scraps of paper fall out.

[Oh shit, I hope I can get these back in before Charlie notices, I don't want to upset her further]

He looked at one of the sheets, trying to match the order to put it back in. The writing was strange, maybe Austrian? Was that different from German? He was intrigued, dying to ask Charlie what it was. No wait it was no language, they were Roman characters but some of these words were just gibberish, not even pronounceable. Ah! It was a cipher code of some sort.. I wonder if.. Oh wait, this is Charlie's history she probably already knows..

Charlie’s head came up, sniffing away the tears and a very weak smile forming as she looked deep into Anne-Marie’s blue eyes, “you are good at this Anne-Marie, if you ever need a shoulder to cry on you at least know where to find me. I’m sorry, this always happens when I come to this room, I see my grandmother's picture and her troubled life and I just lose it, it's probably one of the reasons I rarely come here.”

She turned to Michael. “What's that you have Michael?”

“I’m not sure, sorry they fell out, and I was trying to find the order they go back in, but they are some sort of cipher.” He passed one of the sheets to Charlie and she held it so that both she and Anne-Marie could read it.

“I studied ciphers as part of my mathematics degree,” said Anne-Marie, very interested in the paper. “They had many ciphers throughout history, from simple letter substitution to one time pads. If I knew the date I could take a guess at which one and maybe..”

“Can I see the book?” Charlie said, holding her hand out to Michael.

He put it carefully in her hand and she looked at the front, a swastika that had been scribbled over!

“It is my great-grandfather's journal from 1945, I think nobody in my family cares for his secrets.” She gave it back to him unopened..

“But what about your great-grandmother or grandmother, they were probably innocent of all of this, maybe even victims, don’t they deserve to be remembered?” Said Anne-Marie’s concerned voice.

Anne-Marie's words were like a steel spike driven straight into Charlie’s heart, she wanted to cry again, wanted to shout at Anne-Marie, but the anger died instantly. She found she could not argue with her, the concern in Anne-Marie’s voice and in her head were only to complete the story, to help Charlie and her mother, and she thought she had seen a way to help.

Charlie sank back down in the seat.

“The history of the family is very complicated, Anne-Marie. The family spent decades whitewashing my great-grandfather’s legacy from their history and giving back to the community in partial recompense for something none of them believed in or did. Much of the school, university and hospital lands around here were donated by my step-grandfather, a percentage of the profits of the companies we all own go to the Red-Cross and other charities, there are scholarships for science, art, law all funded by us. None of us want to open old wounds.”

“You can trust me, Charlie,” Anne-Marie said touching her arm, “I may not be able to find anything, as the cipher may require a key I do not have, but anything I find I will keep to myself and take to my grave. However, if there is anything about your mother or grandmother I will tell you.”

And Charlie knew she could trust Anne-Marie, because it was written not just in her thoughts but in her heart.
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They retrieved Max, and Anne-Marie sat with him on her lap, stroking his ears and eating and drinking with one hand, Michael keeping the conversation away from Charlie’s history, so as not to upset her again. Inevitably though the conversation strayed to their work at CERN.

Charlie contemplated on what was to come next. Something about Anne-Marie felt right, it felt impossible, but she had never formed an attachment so quickly or intensely to anyone. She just couldn’t explain it, it wasn't love, it felt even stronger, like a bond, yet every time she looked into Anne-Marie’s mind it only increased. Michael was nice, but the bond wasn't with him, yet he was also bound to Anne-Marie somehow.

She had instructed the staff to close this part for the next hour at least until she left, Carl and the FIS agent would enforce it if necessary, but it never was. She apologised to the maitre-d for the disruption.

This part was going to be painful but needed to be done in private, it was only fair for true friends to know the person they were becoming friends with.

Neither Michael nor Anne-Marie had yet questioned why they had the only table, nor why the whole outside dining area was now cordoned off with reserved signs, nor the large blond-haired man standing guard by the door.

“It is interesting how you guys don't really talk about what you do,” she said straight, “you make for very weird bedfellows, but you do know what I do don't you?”

“Well you said a negotiator, but it is a bit vague,” said Anne-Marie giving Max’s ear a tickle.

“Well let's ask Michael,” she turned to him, “I may have let slip a little bit of my skills during our first meeting, so what do you think a negotiator does?”

“Er, well, er, well you seemed to know everything about me, almost before I said anything.”

“Good, that’s a small start, but let’s see, we have Anne-Marie here with a doctorate in mathematics and a paper on chaos theory, and Michael here with his doctorate in Computer science and three papers on large data set analysis. I’m sure two brilliant minds can do a little better than that.”

When they realised she was being serious, nobody said anything, she could sense a little apprehension forming.

“Michael, do you remember what shirt you were wearing that day we first talked?” Charlie said.

“Er, maybe my blue one?”

She looked at him seriously.

“It was a white long-sleeved shirt with the top two buttons undone. You also wore light brown trousers and a part leather, part fabric light grey belt. Your shoes were tan Hush Puppies with short white socks. You wore a short sleeved patterned shirt the day before with a white tee-shirt underneath and wore a tan and green base-ball cap which read ‘Tennis club’, but spelt wrong with a single ‘n’. Both times you took the same grey rucksack, the same iPhone in a black wallet case, the same Casio watch and the same MacBook-Air laptop loaded with FreeBSD. You have a neutral southern England accent, but two of your word pronunciations are only common with people from northern England. I could tell you exactly every word you said to me if you wanted.”

Anne-Marie had stopped stroking Max’s ear rapt at attention, the fork halfway back to the plate. Michael almost choked on the wine he had just sipped, spilling half his glass.

“Careful Michael,” she smiled, “that’s quite good wine you’re spilling.”

“How do..” Started Michael, ignoring his soggy shorts.

“You have an Eidetic memory.” Said Anne-Marie slowly, aghast, “but surely photographic memories are an urban legend?”

Charlie picked up the pen and paper the waitress had left on the table, she put the paper down on the table and wrote a very large mathematical equation, then under it another, then continued writing.

Anne-Marie gasped, shocked. Everything she ever saw in her small world collapsed and now started to pale into insignificance as Charlie wrote down the first three equations of her doctorate.

“You made a mistake on page three by the way, a mistake which your review board never found, reference seven was linked to an old paper by Clarence Johnstone, not his current one.”

The two were still speechless, Michael was getting very anxious, Anne-Marie a bit scared.

Do you guys think you know what a negotiator is now? She said again, still without humour..

“Well you probably don't because I am seeing two people now who are looking at me like an alien.” A tear came to her eye. “Do you guys think you know what a negotiator is now?” She said a third time but more softly.

“Me and my mother are in effect Switzerland's secret weapon, ensuring fairness and neutrality for any negotiation involving two parties. We carry diplomatic passports, and usually have secret service agents like the man by the door, never more than a shout away. I personally have negotiated multi-billion dollar deals, peace treaties between countries, and my mother and I also officially act as the highest court in Switzerland. But for all that I am still a woman, I still have feelings, and I still need friends.”

Anne-Marie was about to cry, as was Michael.

Charlie softened and took one of their arms in each of hers. “I don't count many people as friends, those I do need to accept me as a normal person, not question why or what I do. Anne-Marie, you have your secrets and I think you understand me from a perspective of being that person. Michael does not, but I see in Michael a very empathic man, a little bit besotted by a Swiss-girl, but actually very much in love with a French one.”

Anne-Marie cracked first, bursting into tears, throwing off Max getting up and falling into Charlie's lap, her face streaming tears as Charlie hugged her back.

“I didn’t have any real friends until a few weeks ago,” said Anne-Marie between sniffles. “When I met you today it felt like I have known you forever, and I cannot imagine a future where you are not in my life. Michael, here is the only reason I am not sitting at home now reading another book on my own, why I now have friends like you who I love to be with, and why I now have a real will to live life to the full. I wish I had met all of you years before, she went back onto Charlie's shoulder crying but softer this time.

“You guys need to know everything if you are to be my friends,” said Charlie, holding Anne-Marie close to her. “You need to know why I am mysterious, why I disappear often, why I don't have any history or public profile and why I can never have one. I have many friends, but they only know the other me. Sometimes I meet special people I do not want to carry that deception with, I don’t really understand why, but you two are both those special people.”

Michael came out of his stupor. “I always knew you were special in some way, that is what attracted me to you,” he eventually said, his voice uncharacteristically sombre. “This new information does not change anything or my feelings of friendship towards you Charlie. I am just glad you are in my life.” he looked at Anne-Marie. “In our life.”

Charlie felt the change in Anne-Marie as Michael said the last three words, but she remained on her shoulder.

“I can see why you are good at your job Charlie,” continued Michael, “you saw right through me, even to my love for Anne-Marie, though I wish you would have given me time to tell her myself first. Any chance I can get in there too?”

Charlie waved him in and he also wrapped his arms around the two of them. They stayed like that for almost a minute, the intense love between the two people was overpowering everything around her. Max just looked up at the three of them just feeling safe but very, very confused.

“I think you two need some alone time together,” Charlie said eventually, “and I think you should both enjoy the rest of the afternoon. I will ask one of the staff to have a car ready and somebody to take you home when you are finished. Take as long as you want and order anything you want, it is my special treat.”

Charlie turned and walked off to the exit, Max trundling after her, unbidden, she turned around after a few steps.

“Oh and please be gentle with her Michael, I feel like I have known Anne-Marie forever, and she is my friend too.”

The large blond-haired man moved to the side as Charlie and Max walked out, then followed. A minute later another man walked out and began taking down the ropes that had cordoned off the area. The two had watched Charlie until she left, then they looked at each other, their eyes still moist.

Anne-Marie's first kiss was everything Charlie and Sophie had said it would be and much, much more.
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Charlie's short drive home took only five minutes, and she never left the vineyard grounds. Surprisingly she had only drank a half a glass of wine, though she remembered each and every tiny sip.

It was nearly one o’clock. She smiled, as she briefly thought of turning up to her uncle’s birthday dressed as she was, but unfortunately for her it would be very much an official function, one she would be expected to play her small part. At least Anne-Marie and Michael were probably happy.

It was the normal smart, debonair and sophisticated Charlie that emerged from her bedroom at two o’clock. She knocked on her mothers room and entered. Gerty was standing next to a full length mirror with a very beautiful long white dress with a light green sash belt and attempting to put some earrings in.

“Hi Mama,” she said. “Wow, you look great for someone at retirement age!”

“Humph! Retirement age! The term I think you were looking for my dear, is golden-girl. Now, come over here and help me put these blasted earrings in.”

Charlie walked over and grabbed the earring and the ear and looked for the piercing.

“Why did you never remarry Mama?” She asked casually, “you are still very beautiful.”

“Thank you my dear, well, good men are hard to find when they don't know who you are, once they know you are rich and infamous you always attract the wrong type. Johan, your father, was so random, we crashed on the snow, and as I was about to give him a piece of my mind when he smiled and I felt how pure and deep his thoughts were..” She sighed and Charlie did not need to look any further to know what she was thinking.

“I’ve heard all that before, Mama, but there must be at least one other man out there like dad. I have seen one or two older men, who have all the attributes you say dad had and who would look nice in your arms.”

“I hope you are not matching me up with somebody!”

“Never, I’m just saying the option is there if you want to look.”

“Ha! That's never going to happen. What about you, what about this Michael guy?”

“He is really sweet, but I would rather have two good friends than one lover, and he isn't Italian.”

“He’s British, like Hugh Grant..”

“Urghh Mama, Hugh Grant is like a hundred years old, and Michael is way nicer than Hugh Grant.”

“Maybe if Hugh Grant was available.” Gerty clasped her hands together in a fake dreamy pose, “hmm do you think he would make a nice father in law Charlie?”

She walked out the door, “Mama, you are incredulous!” She said in English.

“I’m pretty sure that is not the right word..” Her mother shouted back in English, just as the door closed.

Gerty walked into the living room five minutes later and looked at Max curled up on her best Persian rug. Four of Gerty’s friends were out on the patio talking very loudly, she knew five others had already left for the party..

“Charlie, what is that dog doing here, and on my best rug?” She screamed.

“Calm down Mama, that’s Max. Remember the stunt-dog we were looking for, and he is so cute, I couldn't leave him outside. Mimi said she would drive him back home later this afternoon, and he played his part perfectly. The dog got a walk, Michael got his girl, Anne-Marie got her man, and I got two good friends..”

“Oh and Mama, what do you know about my great-grandfather's Nazi journal? It was the first time I ever saw what was in it, but it is all in some sort of cipher?”

“I thought they’d burnt that bastard's stuff,” she said with a bit more vitriol than required.

“No, it's still there albeit falling apart, I’m going to try and decode the journal, there should be enough processing power now that it could be done locally and not in any cloud systems.

“You need to be careful. There is nothing I can see that would be in there that could do any more damage to the family than has already been done, but you will not be popular with anyone for reopening old wounds,”

“I know that Mama, I have no interest in that bastard's racist rantings, but I have come to believe my grandmother and great-grandmother may have also been the victims here too, and you and I deserve to know their full story.”

Gerty sighed, putting her arms around Charlie. “I spent a few days when I was around your age, and in secret doing the same, I tried a few obvious substitution and rotation ciphers but obviously I had no way to scan them in, nor did I have anywhere near the computing you have now; plus the scars were still fresh enough to make me pause.” She shrugged and waved it off. “But I have no objections if you take precautions.”

“Thank you Mama.”
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The Priest was frustrated, he was supposed to take out the old woman once her daughter had been eliminated in America, but it never happened. Now the house and grounds were covered by police and security, as a lot of new guests had begun to arrive for some other event.

He couldn't even get near the house. A no fly zone was in place and his five hundred dollar drone had been shot down into the lake two days before. Unless somebody passed his hidden camera by the gate he had now been reduced to waiting and not knowing who was where.

He knew another team was now being brought in by the ElderNacht and they had something big planned. His only clear instruction was to be a glorified lookout for them. It was demeaning, but it was also going to be his last job, and if he was smart he could use them as a distraction for his own retirement plan. He just hoped that the bitch had enough loot in that vault of hers to finance it.
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​Code Breakers
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WHEN ANNE-MARIE ARRIVED at the entrance on Monday morning, the guard told her she had a package waiting for her in the administration office she needed to sign for. She had never had anything like this happen, but her initial worry soon faded as she walked over to the head office building, after all it was only a package.

She walked up to the receptionist and said she was here to sign for a package and the receptionist's eyes went wide and then she pointed to the end of the waiting room where a solid, bald black-man in a black suit waited with a briefcase. Anne-Marie almost fainted there and then on the spot, but realised two things, firstly she was in the reception of the head office of CERN, not some murderous Marseilles back-alley, and secondly, she wasn't actually really that afraid of meeting this new person, in fact it might be fun.

She walked over trying not to show the small anxiety she was feeling as she got closer.

“Miss Verne?” He said in English.

“Er Yes sir.” She said sheepishly.

“It’s just Simon, you don’t ever have to call me sir. But can I please see some ID ma'am before I hand this over?”

“Er, yes of course,” she said more relaxed now that he had given his name, called her ma’am, and said please. She fumbled out her employee badge and driving licence both of which the man examined against her face in great detail.

“I must say Miss Verne,” he said smiling, “you look much nicer in person than your ID badges,”

She blushed as he handed her the suitcase and took out an electronic tablet to sign.

“My instructions are to tell you this,” he looked at his tablet. “Charlie says the document in this is the one you discussed. It must not be shown to anyone. It must not go out of your possession and you must not photocopy it in any way or if you do, then all copies must be verifiable destroyed. The briefcase also has a secure laptop loaded with the latest Ubuntu Linux distro, all and any processing must be done only on this. The only network connection possible is through a secure messenger application which will provide a direct connection to Charlie.” He paused.

“The Directorate office has been instructed to provide you with safe storage for the briefcase as you should not take it off site. The Director or his personal secretary are the only other people authorised to handle this. All other questions can be directed to and answered by Charlie using the secure messaging application. Any time you wish to return it, just send a message and I will be back to pick it up.”

“Well that's the message, a copy is inside the case, do you have any questions before you sign?”

“Er what if I lose it?”

The man smiled, “come now Anne-Marie, Charlie says you are way too smart for that.”

She signed and took the briefcase. She was then handed a key, “remember keep it safe.”

He walked out, the two receptionists following him with their eyes, both girls' eyes then falling on Anne-Marie and the suitcase.

“Well that could have gone a lot worse,” she said to herself and walked out of the door just as the big black Mercedes silently glided out of the car park on its powerful electric motors.
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“Anne-Marie,” shouted Luc, immediately as she stepped out of the lift.

“Come, come.” He waved her over to where he, Michael, and Carlos and one of the technicians were looking at the big monitor, the guys were all in animated discussion.

Michael looked over, smiled, winked and turned back to the screen waiting for her to join them.

“That Fermi-lab team arrived over the weekend from America so they are asking for all available resources to help get the data from all the various systems into the same format. We are well placed to help them so it is going to be our first priority this morning,” said Carlos.

Luc picked up the narrative, pointing at the big screen.

“It also looks like the WOW team had two big events over the weekend, similar to the one on Wednesday. The one on Saturday morning was twice the magnitude of any previous one.”

“Do they have any data on the direction?” Anne-Marie said as she put her bag and the briefcase down next to her workstation.

“Not yet,” said Carlos. “None of us are really sure yet how well this is all going to play out as the Fermi-lab detectors are not much better than ours, the best either of us can do is a bunch of concentric circles which are likely to be wildly inaccurate. What they are hoping is that when they get them synchronised correctly then the resolution should improve and they can finally get some sort of location or vector.”

“It’s progress though,” said Luc. “It has been getting a bit boring around here recently and it is nice to get a bit of excitement.” He laughed, “though it would be a real shame if they trace it all back to some schoolkids home fusion reactor that he turns on once in a blue moon!”

Luc kind of wished he hadn't added that last little joke. Instead of laughing, everybody was thinking about the disappointment for the WOW team, and the dozens of years and millions of euros wasted.

The guys broke up, Luc, Carlos and the technician going to the coffee machine and Michael walking over to Anne-Marie, grabbing her around her waist and giving her a deep kiss.

“You look stunning this morning ma Cherie.” He said smiling. His smile was infectious, and after the wonderful weekend absolutely no news about the experiments they were doing could really interest her.

“What's with the briefcase?” Said Michael looking at the expensive leather item that looked totally out of place with Anne-Marie.

“It’s from Charlie, some big scary man dropped it off at the main office building this morning and would not let me have it until I had signed my life away!”

Michael looked at it. “Do you suppose it’s the pages from her great-grandfather's journal with the cipher code on it?”

“That's my guess, but there are some very serious instructions that come with it and I am not sure I can follow them. I think Charlie works in a different world from you and me, one we cannot imagine. She has given me a secure laptop and a messaging app so I will contact her today and see if, maybe, she has a safe space where I can work from out of hours. Securing this thing in and out every evening was not really what I signed up for.”
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The message to Charlie from Anne-Marie came a little later than expected, and of course Charlie had the perfect safe space.

Hi Anne-Marie

Sorry for all the restrictions, mother insisted :-)

Of course I have a place where you can work on all this safely, my library, it has good facilities and means we can see each other for a few hours a week. I can send a car around anytime you want, it’s about a fifteen minute drive from your office. Even better, why don't you time it for dinner and you can join us. My next two days are free. Here is a cell number, call it thirty minutes before or reply to this email and let them know where to pick you up. Really looking forward to seeing you again. So I can hear all the gossip on Michael.

She copied the number into her phone, and hit reply on the email to say this evening after work would be great.

“Well that was easy,” said Anne-Marie, “I’m going around Charlie’s house for dinner tonight, and so we can have a look at the cipher. She is picking me up from here at four.”

“Works for me, we’re going to be here late. I thought we would have some more solid results, but nothing really makes sense.” Michael sounded a little down and hardly looked up from his workstation for the next three hours. Anne-Marie eventually brought him a cup of tea and a chocolate danish and sat talking with him until he finished both and she finally saw a smile. She then sat watching over his shoulder what he was doing until finally understanding the problem he and the team were stuck on.

“Hey Michael.” said Carlos, who had come over with Luc and one of the WOW scientists. "You may as well stop. The boffins have run the calculations and basically said it is unsolvable with our current setup. Everyone is attending a brainstorming session in the main meeting room upstairs to see if they can find a better approach. We are all invited and they are laying on a buffet for anyone who attends.” He looked at Anne-Marie, “but it is optional.”

Anne-Marie briefly thought about attending, but she hated all the ego’s and in-fighting, anyway the problem did not look that hard.

The next four hours were blissful, the whole area was empty, just her and Carlos’s soft Jazz playlist. The lift opened at 3:30 p.m. just as Annne-Marie was getting ready to leave, five people walked out, Jez and David disappeared towards the server racks and Carlos, Michael and Luc slumped themselves back down at their workstations.

She grabbed the briefcase, and her bag and looked across at them, singling out Michael as he looked her way. His eyes looked tired, his beautiful smile again missing.

“Michael, I’m off to see Charlie. Please get some rest and something to eat, you look really tired.”

“Oh Anne-Marie, ma Cherie, I’m really sorry I’ve been ignoring you. I’m never usually like this, but the WOW team promised they would have the data ready for the Fermi-lab guys on Thursday morning, and the only way we figured we could do it was if we went through the data manually. The older programs will allow us to split it evenly and everyone is chipping in, it's going to still take all week and some long nights. I really hope you and Charlie have fun, and I haven't forgotten our double-date with Sophie on Friday for pizza. I promise that takes all priority, I am not disappointing you and I am really looking forward to meeting her.”

She bent down and kissed him full on the lips, the passion in it totally breaking his concentration. Luc and Carlos, who were looking on unnoticed by Anne-Marie and Michael, were speechless.

“Oh, and don’t worry about your problem, my program is running through the complete project WOW datasets now, you should have all the data in the correct format ready to go in about an hour. I think you should let everyone know they can have an early night, I am sure there will still be plenty of other stuff to figure out tomorrow.”

She smiled at him and did one of her silly winks she was still trying to perfect, then she turned and left. All three men followed her silently transfixed as she walked into the lift and disappeared.

Jez ran into the area a few seconds after she exited and before anybody could say anything. “Hey guys I don't want to worry you, but all the GPU clusters in the data centre are running at a hundred percent, I’ve never seen that before, are you doing something?”
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It was a completely different Charlie waiting just outside the building's exit. Gone was the tomboy from Saturday morning, the woman in front of her now was immaculately dressed, and immaculately presented, making Anne-Marie’s efforts to date seem comically amateur in comparison. The happy expression on Charlie’s face though was the same woman she remembered, and Anne-Marie smiled back.

“Anne-Marie,” she said, kissing both cheeks warmly and then hugging her. “You look wonderful! Are you ready for a bit of code-breaking?”

She took the briefcase off her and they walked together to her car, pointing back. “You know I remember that building from my first tour, it used to contain the tape and disk archives and then it was refurbished for the WOW project, mother had so much to do at the time we never really got to see much.”

Anne-Marie remembered who Charlie was and what she did as a negotiator, she guessed little minor projects like this wouldn't even register on Charlie's security scale.

“I remember reading the project treatise in 2018, it was to do with some anomalous particle signatures affecting some of the detectors. I remember thinking the project name was stupid, then my mother told me it was named after the anomalous signal that SETI discovered in 1977 which they thought was alien, but never repeated. When I learnt that, I thought it was even more stupid, as anyone making the connection would now probably assume CERN was looking for aliens!”

“I remember the goal was to trace the source of the anomaly, but also I wasn’t that interested. I stopped my study into theoretical physics at the older standard model because there was too much speculation, and I can only deal in facts not theories in my job.”

Anne-Marie was a bit stunned at how much Charlie actually knew, she really was a walking encyclopedia. How the hell did her mind work, to fit all that information, organised and indexed for instant retrieval? What would it be like to have Wikipedia in your head instead of on your phone? Charlie had stopped talking and was looking at her, was she expected to say something?

“If it’s any consolation,” said Charlie, “I thought project WOW would be one of the better jobs here as I much prefer detective work over proving a theory somebody else made up.”

“OK here we are,” she said, stopping at her car and throwing the briefcase on the back seat.

Anne-Marie, wasn't really a car person but this one was quite pretty, she got into the passenger seat noticing the crisp new car smell and comfy leather, it must be really expensive, what it must be like to never have to worry about money, she thought.

“You know, Anne-Marie, I’ve been looking forward to this all day, I have purposely not learned anything about ciphers so we can do this together, it should be fun.”

“Well I did have a look over my old notes yesterday, I really should have brought them but they are over in my apartment in Chevry..”

“Oh that's only a little out of the way, we can stop off..”

She could see the doubt in Anne-Marie’s mind, her apartment was so small and dingy, what would she think? Charlie sighed inside, yes it was nice not having to worry about money, but Anne-Marie could be bunking in a tent for all she cared.

“Er, I guess we could stop and I could rush out and get it, but we don't have to.”

“No it’s fine, it is only you and me this evening, and I would love to see where my friend lives. Also if we go to the other side of the airport it should be a better route anyway, just let me know where to turn off when we get close.”

She put the car in drive and silently glided off on Rte Gregory to the French exit.

“This is a nice car.” She said after they had driven about fifty metres.

“I got it because it looked cute and had an automatic gearbox, I’m a rubbish driver.” She glanced at Anne-Marie before returning her eyes to the road.

“Have you ever driven?”

“Yes, I got my driving licence but I left my little Renault Clio at home with my step-mother when I came here, everybody told me how expensive everything would be, and that public transport here is quite good. Mine was an automatic too, I guess I’m not much of a car person either. Michael told me of his little old sports car in the UK. It would terrify me driving on the wrong side of the road.”

“Yes, he mentioned it to me as well, the picture he showed me on his phone looked like a bucket of rust on four wheels, and looked like an accident waiting to happen.”

“Yes it was a bit ghastly,” Anne-Marie agreed smiling.

Anne-Marie was calming down, she was quite pleasant to talk to, her mind was so logical, like all the distractions were handled by another part of it.

“They do let us book the cars and bikes out at CERN, but they are quite popular and sometimes there is a bit of a waiting list. The second time I went out with Michael he hired a car and he drove us to the cable car at Fierney, he is not very confident driving here yet..”

Charlie eased on the accelerator seeing the route in Anne-Marie’s mind.

“Oh, take the next right and it's about seventy metres on the left, you don't have to get out, my place is a bit of a mess..”

“Anne-Marie, you worry so much about the littlest things, just because I am who I am does not mean I don't want to see where my friend lives, I’m sure it is really sweet.”

Charlie pulled into an empty parking area Anne-Marie pointed out was reserved for her apartment. She cracked the door and turned to Charlie who was already taking off her seatbelt.

“Are you sure you want to come up, it will only take me a minute?”

“Of course silly, we could have a coffee and you can show me your place.”

She followed Anne-Marie up a concrete stairway and along a terrace to an older white door where she got out a little gold key and opened it. The room was small but very tidy, not many personal items, no real ornaments or pictures apart from her framed degree and doctorate. There was a little Bluetooth speaker on a table along with a picture of a good looking man and young woman.

Charlie sat on the sofa. “Oh this is quite nice for a little bachelorette apartment and Chevry is quite a nice little village.” She looked at the picture. “Is that your mother and father?”

“Yes, it is the only picture I have of both of them from before I was born. They never married and father never stuck around. Mama died a few years after I was born. I lived with my aunt and grandmother after that.”

Anne-Marie walked over to another little table, picked up a picture of a different looking woman and a small girl and handed it to her. “This is my step-mother and step-sister Ariane.”

Charlie looked at the picture not seeing any family resemblance, then looked around not seeing any other pictures, and wondered where everyone else was.

“Does your family still live in Toulouse?”

“Yes, grandmother died six years ago, but my step-mother and sister still live in the family house, in a small village about twelve kilometres out of the city. My step-sister is five years younger than me, and engaged to a local boy. She was my only friend growing up, but she changed as a teenager and wasn’t the same person when I left for university. I think my aunt really wants grand-children, not a scientist step-daughter.”

She sighed a little. “We still talk a little, and I send some money home to her to help them both out, but I do not like to go back any more as it feels awkward, and I really do not fit into their world.”

Charlie saw that her thoughts were not hateful, just sad.

“Relationships go through phases, I am sure your step-mother and step-sister still love and miss you, and when you are ready to see them again, they will be there for you. My mother only has me, we have our disagreements, but it is hard not to love her. I also think she has given up on grandchildren, though if I found the right man..”

Anne-Marie was having pleasant thoughts of a little baby with Michael, wow their relationship really was moving on a bit quickly.

Charlie got up and walked to the little kitchen and dining room with a small bathroom to the side, again both were very basic but tidy and ordered. There was one other room, a medium-sized bedroom with a small double bed, again tidy and made up. Anne-Marie did not have a wardrobe, but a small set of drawers and a clothes rack frame, with six pretty dresses and three pairs of shoes.

“Oh this one is gorgeous, Anne-Marie,” she said, running her hand through a light yellow cotton dress, “you should definitely wear it next time we go out.”

“My new friend Sophie chose it for me,” she said happily, “she is a beautician. I meet with Sophie a couple of times a week now to walk or go for a coffee. Michael and I will have our first double date with her and her boyfriend on Friday. I'm a little bit scared of meeting him, but Sophie says he is nice..”

Charlie sensed happiness that she had found Michael, then found Sophie and now found Charlie, she could also sense the anxiety that at any moment she might lose one or all of them and go back to her quiet monotonous existence.

“I think your life is only going to get better with friends like Sophie and a handsome boyfriend like Michael. I hope he is your boyfriend now, I will be very unhappy with him if he hasn't asked you yet.”

“He asked, and I said yes, Saturday was the best day of my life and I really have you to thank.”

“He would have asked you anyway, it had nothing to do with me, I saw it in his eyes the first moment he mentioned you, and I may add he has very good taste. You should invite him here for coffee, maybe some take-away food, once you are ready to take the next step and you have a very nice place. Michael probably has nothing as nice as this.”

“I guess..”

“Don't be so ashamed of where you live my dear, it is very nice, and everyone has to start somewhere. Now where is the coffee?” Charlie knew the answer before Anne-Marie said it.

“I, I only have one cup and instant coffee,” she said sheepishly, “but I can make you one if you want.”

“Oh Anne-Marie, you really need to get your friend Sophie around here, you can learn a lot from her, you have all the basics but it is just lacking a little love.”

She shrugged, “OK you win. Grab your notes and let's get going.”
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Simon had followed discreetly in an older, blue, well maintained Mercedes E class. He passed Charlie's car and casually looped around the street pulling up a hundred metres away. Neither he or Carl had detected anything in the past few days since they went on a higher alert status, but they remained vigilant, his eyes covering every inch of the road and scrutinising every vehicle that passed.
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They drove the ten kilometres to her and her mothers Chateau, it was next to their vineyard and Anne-Marie made the connection that she was going there.

“You live at the same vineyard?”

“No, the winery and vineyards are part of the larger estate, the house is just through the gates ahead, under a kilometre from the winery.

They crested the hill and Anne-Marie saw the delightful fairy-tale castle and gasped. “You live in a palace?”

“Oh don't be so shocked Anne-Marie, I still live with my mother. Would you have moved out of your step-mothers house if it looked like this? Anyway it is not really a palace, though it was built by a cousin of King Louis the fifteenth, who was unfortunately captured and guillotined after France invaded in 1798. At least your apartment is probably not haunted, this is, and the place creaks like crazy!”

Anne-Marie’s logical mind did not believe in ghosts as they were scientifically impossible, but she was also reconciling the fact that she was not treating quantum consciousness with the same level of scrutiny. Strangely she was also concerned that Charlie might be genuinely scared of ghosts. It was touching!

They pulled into a large parking area near the west wing of the house, which had a dozen other nice cars and a large black limousine which looked to have a driver waiting in it.

“There's a garage around the back of the west wing with a big apartment on top where Simon, our driver and bodyguard, lives with his partner Mimi. He has been with us for nearly twenty years.”

They both got out, stepping onto a white gravel driveway, Charlie paused a second while they both got out then continued.

“Simon was mothers protection detail when she was doing a job in England. She thought he was so awesome, that she stole him from the British army, and he came to work for her here. He has been here ever since, and he is a pussycat as long as you're not a bad guy.”

“Mimi helps with lots around the house, but has passions to be an artist and has her workshop studio in the garage, that is why the cars are parked outside. There is also Carl, who has an apartment at my Uncle's place about four kilometres that way,” she pointed towards her left.

“Our positions are considered low-risk by the Swiss government so the two of them are assigned to cover the security for both properties as my uncle quite often has VIP’s stay. Of course with only two of them, it is an almost impossible task.”

“Is Simon the one who gave me the briefcase?”

“That's him, I bet you were a little scared. I told him you seem to have gotten over your fear of strangers, but there was also a chance that you might also probably faint before you said one word. I’m glad you didn't."

“I nearly did!” Anne-Marie smiled.

The two girls walked up the wide stone staircase, Charlie carrying the briefcase and Anne-Marie carrying her notes. They got to the large double oak door and Charlie opened it and they walked inside.

“Anyone, everyone, I’m home and I have a friend!” She shouted into the large void.

The hallway was large, with a big double staircase directly in front of them. Almost everything you could see, except for the grey stone floor, was either mahogany or looked like it came from a museum; Tapestries, suits of armour, watercolours and every other item that defined an old castle trope, was either standing, hanging or perched on something.

“The whole building has A-object list protected status, not as fun as you think living here. My uncle's castle where I grew up is much bigger, and had the same protected historical status. Imagine being a kid growing up in that kind of environment, where you dare not touch anything for fear of breaking it!”

A small Asian woman walked out of a room behind the staircase.

“Is that you Charlie?” She shouted in English, just before she saw the two girls.

“Hi Mimi, this is my friend Anne-Marie.” Charlie replied in French.

“Oh Hi Anne-Marie, are you the one staying for dinner?”, the small Asian woman continued in English.

“Yes, if that is OK.”

“Of course it is darling, I am making stir-fried vegetables and chicken, but I can make it without chicken if you are vegetarian.”

“Chicken is fine.. Er.. Mrs, er Mimi!” Replied Anne-Marie in English.

“Just Mimi.” She smiled at Anne-Marie, then turned to Charlie, “and Charlie, your mum is in the library with a few of her friends, and some guy from the music department at her university. Not bad looking but he doesn't look her type.”

“Shame! Are you sure you don't know some nice guy back home you can hook her up with? She says she likes Hugh Grant, you must know plenty of guys that fit that description back in England.”

“Home is here now dearie. Anyway, maybe she should just ask the actual Hugh Grant, it’s not as if she’s out of his league!”

She looked at her watch, “what time do you want to eat?”

“Are mother and her friends staying for dinner?”

“I don't think so. I think the man has come to take her friends out to the opera. I think your mother is having a rain check after drinking wine until god knows when last night.”

“OK, well if mother is eating here too then we can eat at the same time, Anne-Marie and myself are going to the lab, just let us know when it's ready, thanks Mimi.”

They walked to the right and into a long corridor blocked with a door at the end, another one of those entry pads was on the wall and Charlie held her hand to it until it turned green, clicked and the door opened. The room was large and looked like the research library at her old university.

“This is our private library and data centre, where we both come to research things. We only know what we have learnt and there is still a lot we don’t know or don’t have time to read in detail, hence our technical library. We also have our own little off-line data-centre and all the computers on the network have full access to read everything, a few others have access to write and execute.”

Charlie waved her hands vaguely. “The whole room is isolated and screened so no Wi-Fi or cellular signal can reach in or out, so your phone won't work here. Unfortunately it is a requirement if we are to process government or business secrets.”

“Wow, it is a much better work area than my apartment.”

“Stop knocking your apartment girl, it is nice.. just deficient in cups!”

Anne-Marie grinned. “OK so where do we start?”

They emptied the briefcase onto a large work table, the old notebook was in pieces and bound with a string bow to keep it together. Charlie waved it around carelessly, then threw it into the drawer under the table.

“I cut the spine off last night and fed the pages into the professional document scanner we have. There really is no sentimental value to anybody, nor history. I would have just shredded it after, but I held off just in case there was something physical in the pages that I missed, or something that didn't scan correctly.”

“That will simplify everything,” said Anne-Marie, “especially if we can put the pages through an Optical Character Reader.”

“That is done too. The pages are saved as consecutively numbered images, then I ran them through the OCR, concatenated them and saved them as a single text file.”

“So we are ready to go.” Anne-Marie said impressed. “Efficient. OK I have a few Python programs from my university days which should be able to analyse the structure.”

“Ha! Well that eliminates mothers' older workstation. She had a computer professor from Zurich as a computer teacher in the mid eighties. He designed and wrote the operating system and the programming language it was written in. Mother hates black-boxes so decided she had to know it inside out. It is kind of genius but also as dated as hell. Don't tell her I said that though.”

She smiled, walking past an older looking computer, patting it fondly, and then moving on and stopping next to a pair of large thirty inch flat screens. Anne-Marie followed and stopped with her.

“We probably need to feed my algorithm with some keywords to help, but we should be easily able to decode everything as long as it was not produced with a one-time-pad; Though I have also got the most popular works of fiction that are out of copyright and the bible digitised and my program will brute force even a one-time-pad if it uses any of these as a key.”

“Do you have any German?” Charlie asked and analysed her thought patterns. It seemed she knew a tiny bit, but it was totally useless for this purpose.

“None, sorry!”

“That is OK I can do that part, I have my step-grandfather's diaries, which were digitised after his death, he had some references to his father, and brother and other events at the time.”

“The program can do different languages and can use alternate dictionary files for its analysis.” Anne-Marie added.

“OK, I will start on a German and French keywords text file, and you get your analysis program downloaded. These two workstations here have the highest specifications and should have a recent development environment loaded, they can also both access the GPU cluster which I just got for the new AI I am training.”

“You will however need to go to the computer over in that corner which is isolated from the rest of the system because it has the only connection to the internet. It also has some special scanning software on it to check for viruses and will automatically download and check the checksums of any code you need from git repositories.”

Anne-Marie was a little bit impressed by everything. She imagined if they had someone like Charlie working on the WOW project, they would probably have finished it years ago, she must be amazing at her job, no wonder she was considered so precious by everyone.

Her mind wandered off again to how her ability was actually physically possible. Charlie’s mind must have some crazy wiring. DNA was an amazingly dense storage media and was structured in 3D, not 2D like modern memory chips. Technically the brain had trillions and trillions of bytes of storage, a whole data-centres worth. Biology however just didn't work that way.

DNA was not something you could just encode a random memory in at will, and databases, like any library of information, were all about indexes which needed to be updated constantly. Without an index, you had to flip through each memory for a match, like trying to find a book in a jumbled up library, Anne-Marie couldn’t imagine any kind of eidetic memory working without one. Biology, normal computers, and quantum computers worked way different to each other, and none of them fit how Charlie’s mind operated.

Anne-Marie's thoughts returned to the quantum consciousness arguments and theories, they really were just speculation with no hard facts. But, as she downloaded her code at the isolated computer station, she wondered if it was possible there was some massive part of the picture that science was missing.

Charlie had already catalogued the probable keywords, then added some other very specific, wartime and medical words which her great grandfather, as a doctor, and a Nazi, may have used at the time. She then also added another thirty one digitised books he may have had available. She was however more interested in Anne-Marie’s insights.

Quantum consciousness was another one of those blue-sky theories Charlie had dismissed almost immediately. However Anne-Marie was using it as a glue to connect the event at Geneva University to the event detected by CERN, and her scientific curiosity was still trying to figure out if it was simply a coincidence. She didn't believe in coincidences without rational computable explanations, but also did not want to be labelled a crackpot.

Charlie felt some sympathy for Anne-Marie, and it made her angry that she was too scared to ask the questions for fear of repercussions. You should always be allowed to ask any question.

“How can I transfer my code to the internal network Charlie?” Charlie almost missed Anne-Marie's quiet voice in all her musings, very unlike her, and she showed her the approved transfer process, developed by the Swiss security services.

“Wow, you really do take security seriously Charlie.”

“Well, as I said, you do have to remember the kind of data we are sometimes asked to deal with here. My mother and I are sometimes trusted with the fate of large corporations or even people, our contracts are very specific about total privacy, and we only ever work once all stakeholders have signed them, I’m sure you understand.”

“I don't know how you look and act so normal Charlie, you are a very remarkable woman.”

“Don’t sell yourself short Anne-Marie, so are you, look at what you have, not what you do not have, I am pretty sure you are smarter than me, prettier than me, and have a nicer boyfriend than me!”

“I am not so sure about the first two Charlie, but possibly the last one. I really hope Michael is the one.” She said the last bit in a little sad voice that Charlie found deeply moving.

“He is, trust me. Just keep being yourself and as you grow as a woman you will see this too..”

Anne-Marie was so grateful Charlie was now in her life, she made everything so clear and answered every question so confidently it was almost like she could read her mind. Her reassurances about Michael, felt like they were said from someone who knew it as fact, like someone who already knew Michael's inner feelings, analysed them, and sealed them in a contract with a gold ribbon wrapped around.

“I hope you are right.”

The two girls worked in silence for a few minutes, as Anne-Marie worked through the notes she made to initialise the programs. Charlie then gave her the keyword file, the additional books, and the older German and French dictionaries which excluded any word from after 1945.

“Well here goes nothing.” Anne-Marie began the script to start the decode programs. It was pretty anti-climatic, they could see the processor usage begin to rocket and a minute later a few more fans began to spin up.

There was a knock on the entrance door and Mimi entered.

“Dinner is ready, Gerty’s friends have gone to the opera so it will be quiet for a few hours.”

She then shut the door without waiting for a reply.

“Mimi is trusted here too?” Said Anne-Marie as her eyes scanned the program's startup log.

“Of course, Mimi, Simon and Carl are considered family, plus as I said, as each project is completed we delete everything to do with it, nothing is never written down, secrets rarely stay here long. The journal is the only secret here at the moment.. Anyway, we should meet my mother, let’s go.”

They walked back the way they came, Anne-Marie getting a little more talkative, and strangely not apprehensive at meeting Gerty.

“Is Mimi English then?”

“She was born in Hong Kong in 1975. She met Simon there when he was a sergeant in the British army stationed out there before it was handed back over to China, they married in 1997 and she lived in Herefordshire in England where Simon did his training. She got her British citizenship in 2000. She is nearly fifty. I hope I look that good at fifty.”

Anne-Marie forgot she was talking to a walking library, there was no ‘I think’ or ‘maybe’ in her vocabulary, unless Charlie intentionally wanted it to sound vague. She bet Charlie was even more infuriated about how her brain worked than her.

“Does she speak French at all?”

“Like a native, she has been here sixteen years, but mother and myself are fluent and don’t mind what she speaks. My mother and I actually speak Cantonese much better than Mimi now. Language for normal people is like any muscle, if you don't use it, it gets weaker, it is a little embarrassing for Mimi though.”

They arrived in a big official looking dining room, the table was set for five at the top end of a really long table and a brown haired, beautiful older woman, who looked like an older Charlie, was sitting at the head of the table. Mimi sat between her and Simon, the imposing black man she remembered. Simon was just saying something they could not hear while spooning some rice onto a plate.

Gerty looked up to the two women approaching. “And this must be Anne-Marie, come to help my darling daughter with her little secret agent project.”

“Anne-Marie, meet my mother Gerty. You have already met Simon, and of course Mimi.”

Anne-Marie was grateful they had changed back to French. While she was quite proficient in basic English, quite proficient and trying to understand people speaking it natively with all its idioms and weird pronunciations was very hard work.”

Gerty got up and approached Anne-Marie kissing her on both cheeks. “Enchante Anne-Marie.”

Mimi did the same.

“I think I’m still a bit scary for all that kissing stuff, but hi Anne-Marie,” said Simon, not moving, but waving his hand instead.

“I am really pleased to meet you all, I hope Charlie has told you I am a little bit shy, but I am getting better, the last three weeks have been quite exciting, but I am finally realising that people are not that scary when you get to know them, and can be very interesting.”

Charlie was impressed. From Anne-Marie’s thoughts, it sounded like it was the longest sentence she had ever said in front of strangers, and none of it was rehearsed, way to go girl.

“Is that a Toulouse accent I detect on you Anne-Marie?”

“Yes Mrs.. er Gerty, I have lost some of it since I have been working at the research centre, also I never really spoke much to people before.”

“And Charlie says you are a mathematician, working with the guys on the WOW project, that must be very exciting?”

[Mama!]

“..But let’s not talk about boring work shall we. The joy in life is not to work but to savour and contribute to its beauty and richness in the brief time we have here.” Gerty smiled as Charlie rolled her eyes, then Gerty handed the pot of rice to Anne-Marie who had just sat down to her right.

“Here you go Anne-Marie, your turn, I actually prefer it with the pak-choi but the local vegetables are not too bad either.”

“They do sell pak-choi at one of the local Asian shops,” said Mimi. “I think there are some locals who cultivate it here. I should have bought some yesterday but I forgot as I’ve been so busy getting ready for the water-colour exhibition.”

Mimi was putting a tiny amount of rice, some vegetables, and a piece of chicken on her plate as she talked. Simon had at least four times more.

“Oh, my bad I forgot the wine,” said Mimi getting ready to get up. Simon held her down, “let me get the drinks.”

He went around the table, realising most were happy with just water, and Gerty was still hurting from the excesses of drinking the day before. He poured everyone a glass of water instead.

“The water-colour exhibition is this weekend isn't it?” Said Gerty, knowing full well it was, what time it was, where the venue was and every other detail about it. Anne-Marie suspected it was just to be polite like Charlie.

“The grand opening is this Friday, so I won't be here then, and I told Paula I would be available all Saturday afternoon, possibly Sunday afternoon for the closing speeches, but they will probably be pretty boring and pretentious.”

“How many paintings are you displaying?” Said Anne-Marie.

“Only four Anne-Marie, the gallery is fairly busy, and lots of artists want to exhibit because two top European art critics will be there. These are guys who can make or break careers.”

Charlie was right, thought Anne-Marie. Mimi spoke French like a native, well a native of Switzerland.

The dinner was nothing formal, Simon, who had said next to nothing, bowed off as soon as he had finished another course of chicken, though the girls all knew the real reason was that he just wasn't really a people person.

Mimi related some scandal she had heard about some top car presenter not being invited back to the Geneva motor show next year due to improprieties with one of the organisers wives. Everyone then laughed over why they always said ‘improprieties’ instead of ‘sex’. Then of course Gerty and Charlie gave a brief rundown of the exciting parts of the Count’s birthday party, where there were no ‘improprieties’ they could recall.

“Oh Mimi, I’m heading off to Bern Thursday morning in case Simon forgot to mention it,” said Charlie.

“We probably won't return until after seven so it will be just you and Mama for dinner unless you want to invite Carl, or have a late supper. It’s to do with the American Interpol agent I am meeting on Wednesday afternoon, the university archives in Bern contain some historical records that aren’t digitised I think we will need to reference, also I will need to talk to professor Patterson..”

“Watch him, and wear trousers or he will be too busy looking at your legs, he’s a lecherous old git,” said Gerty.

“Thanks for the tip Mama..”

“Why is Simon taking you, not Carl?” Interrupted Mimi.

“He has set-up a meeting with the FIS that day, and Simon is more talkative and diplomatic than Carl.”

Nobody disagreed.

[Is this Interpol agent the one you think might be the same man from San Francisco?]

[I believe so, Mama. He called earlier saying he would arrive Wednesday morning, we will be using the meeting room in the town office, Alice has offered to chaperone us, though I doubt she will be required, he sounded quite sincere on the phone]

[They always do, dear!]

“Anyway,” said Gerty, getting up, “I’m off to play my piano, read a book, then hide from my rowdy friends, who hopefully should not be too rowdy when they return, as my man is under strict orders to bring them back knackered!”

Anne-Marie was still processing the last word which Gerty said in English when she looked her way.

“Anyway, it was nice to meet you Anne-Marie. Hopefully we will be seeing you around here a bit more often, and thanks for the dinner Mimi.”

[Good choice Charlie, what an amazing mind Anne-Marie has, let me know if you guys make any progress on the journal]

“Good evening Mrs Schneider," said Anne-Marie.

“Leave the clearing up to me,” said Mimi, “you guys can get back to your secret project.”

“Thank you Mimi,” both the girls said simultaneously, walking back towards the lab.

“It’s seven o’clock now Anne-Marie, let's check the progress of the programs you started and then I will drive you home, this little project won't go anywhere and we can get back to it next time you are free, I must admit I am quite looking forward to seeing if we can crack it.”

“Me too, can we do tomorrow? I think I am going to take the next few days off, it really is too busy in the office, and this is more the kind of problem I really like.”

She stopped deep in thought. “You know I really wanted to be a code breaker, like that movie a few years ago about Alan Turing. It was so sad what they did to the poor man.”

“I never got to see the movie, maybe we can watch it together sometime, and yes, tomorrow is still completely free for me, just come around whenever you want.” Said Charlie, surprised at how verbose Anne-Marie was.

They entered the lab and checked the program. The first program had eliminated one cipher code then unfortunately crashed on the second. Anne-Marie’s face fell a little, it was her program after all. Her mind was already running through why and feeling a little disappointed she had let Charlie down.

“You learn so much more when something does not work, than when it does, that is what makes solving puzzles so much fun. At least your second program is running along nicely.”

Anne-Marie had a look. The second program was three percent through the laborious task of running the cipher text against a key and checking how well the output matched the German dictionary and keyword file. Such a task was impossible if the key was truly random, but an amateur would generally use paragraphs out of a famous book both parties had to encode the secret. There were still a vast number of combinations but modern computers were incredibly fast and Charlie and Gerty had the best.

“I really thought we might have gotten something by now,” said Anne-Marie disappointed, “maybe if I look at the log..”

“I think it is a great start, Anne-Marie, let your second program do its stuff overnight, and we can fix the error with the first program tomorrow. I think you need some rest and I do too, remember you’ve been at work all day and tired people make mistakes. Let me drive you home before it gets dark and we can look at the logs tomorrow morning.”

“I can drive here tomorrow, if a pool car is available, it is a bit far for me to cycle.”

“Well you are welcome to take the car I brought you in, it's a government car anyway and as you are technically working with me, you are by association also working for the Swiss government.”

To Anne-Marie it was Charlie’s car and she could sense her hesitation..

“You will have to get over your guilt about using these things my dear, a car is a tool just like a laptop. A high-end car is just like a high-end laptop, and you would have no problem using one of those if I gave it to you!”

“..But if you prefer a pool car I will make sure one is available for you. I have a teeny bit of influence with the CERN admin.”

“Maybe a pool car, I would feel horrible if I scratched your nice car.” She smiled, “but thanks.”

The drive home was all about her program and why she thought it crashed, Charlie dropped her off home thanking her for a great evening again and handing her an access card to get in through the entrance gate tomorrow.

*
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Carl followed Charlie while she dropped Anne-Marie off home, then back to the chateau, trailing two hundred metres behind until she was safely in the grounds. He then messaged Simon and went back to the large house for a workout at the well-equipped gym they had.

If it was up to him he would be next to her everywhere, but he knew she valued her freedom and understood that men like him and Simon could be a little intimidating to her friends. Charlie had been a little less reticent with her previous bodyguard, Harriet, as a woman she could dress down and blend in a bit more with the kind of people Charlie usually mixed with. Carl or Simon could never do that.

He still sometimes had difficulty working with the same values as Gerty or Charlie. Unfortunately their spooky abilities to detect and identify problems was sometimes not supported by the ability of the legal systems to prosecute the offenders. Once there was absolutely no doubt, Carl always preferred a more direct form of justice.

Carl had panicked a few times this week when he thought he had lost Charlie. The tracker in her Porsche installed by the government spooks helped a bit, but he wished at times like this that she carried a normal cell phone like everybody else.

He thought of his sister and mother, Charlie had offered to fly them here and let them stay at the Chateau anytime they wanted, but his mother was comfortable where she lived. They would never leave Norway, they had their friends there, and neither of them spoke anything but Norwegian, and understood a little bit of English.

His government's arrangement of loaning him to Charlie was for four years, the money he earned would set him and his family up for life. He did kind of like this job, and the guys, but once it was over he was going to go home, and live the quiet life.
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The Priest had moved to a cheap rental house on the French side of lake Geneva opposite the chateau for the past week. He had dumped the hire car in the small garage attached to the rental and had hired a small motor boat for a week which fitted better with his plan. He was not taking any chances with being spotted too early and he had spent the last few days planning how he was going to get in that vault.

From his occasional motor boat excursions to the other side of the lake, and through his binoculars he knew that most of the guests were leaving and it should get easier, but he did not fancy tangling with the two male bodyguards that randomly seemed to appear. He had however noticed that there was a gap in their coverage. Only the black guy lived in the woman's castle, the other one also covered the bigger castle, four kilometres along the shore of the lake. If he could time it so the one bodyguard was at the big castle and the other was away with the daughter he would have a clear window where he could get in, kill the old bitch, rob the vault, get out by boat and leave through France before anyone was the wiser. He hoped that window happened soon before someone caught up to him.
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At the same time in the meeting room in The ElderNacht’s Caribbean base, the head of The ElderNacht, group-leader Doctor Henry Franke, was fuming. His worst nightmare was coming true just near the fruition of his organisation’s great project.

The day before he was made aware from the lead scientist that both Fermi-lab and CERN were close to physically linking their detectors. The ElderNacht had known for some time about the CERN efforts and their lack of any progress, it had worried the group-leader so much at the time that they had blackmailed one of the lower level engineers in the area to keep them informed of what was happening. The engineer of course, was not really given a choice, and exposing his drug dependencies would be the least that would happen to him if he did not comply.

They however were not aware of the similar efforts by the American team at Fermi-lab until recently, and they had no informer at Fermi-lab so were in the dark. Now, the CERN informant seemed to think they may get some good results very soon due to some improved software they were now using to filter and format the datasets. The group-leader was worried that between the two teams they may have come up with a way of detecting the dragon, and if so, it could lead them right here to his base of operations.

The bad news had come on other news of the loss of another ‘test subject’. Her mind fried like all the others, and with zero progress to understand it. She would be quietly disposed of, even the men in the barracks wouldn’t touch her now.

After the execution of one of the scientists in front of the others last week as a lesson that he did not like failure, he was now thinking that fresh minds might be needed to understand this and all the recent optimism might be for naught. The old texts said the witches had controlled the artefact, the witch the Nazis had captured had used it to destroy herself and the second dragon rather than give it to them. The Vatican texts that were stolen with their dragon artefact said there were only two and that any demon under the control of Satan could control it, yet all they had was a trail of dead bodies.

Then there was the failure to kidnap and interrogate the negotiator woman at the airport and the unfortunate termination of another good man, Crane. If this negotiator had been captured a lot of his questions may have been answered. Instead now all the agencies were cooperating with Interpol, and yet another agent was looking into it. And now this final revelation!

“How do you know the negotiator's visit to CERN was to do with the WOW Project?” The old man asked his son again very carefully.

“My agent followed her a week ago, he was fairly distant but his equipment caught her meeting with the director and a follow up enquiry with our asset there said she had been permitted to look at the archived reports on the WOW project.”

“How did she make the connection between the Munich Operation and the WOW project? How much did Mendez know of the Artefact?”

He directed his angry response straight at Matheus.

“Mendez knew nothing that I am aware of, father,” came the reply over the screen a few seconds delayed.

“I think my brother is covering for some leaks in his operations there,” said Ahmed with some vitriol. “Our liaison with the jihadi group was a simple swap, money and weapons for the holy documents they looted in Baghdad thirty years ago. Mendez was smart, he would have known The ElderNacht would need to distance itself from the terrorists, I expect he knew a lot more than Matheus is letting on.”

“Fuck you, Ahmed!” Came the delayed reply.

“I do not care how it happened!” Screamed the old man, silencing both of his sons immediately. “The negotiator and the CERN operation are now linked for some reason, and have become an immediate threat to us. We need to get control of this immediately.”

He put his finger up in the air, silencing everybody.

“OK, here is what will happen. The two teams will go to Geneva to take out the CERN WOW facility as per the plan we agreed. I don't care if you make it look like an accident or an act of terrorism, I just want the CERN detector and everyone at that facility including the Fermi-lab scientists eliminated immediately.”

“Then, and only then, I want the team to take out the negotiators. I want the young one brought here to see how much she knows, and kill everybody else. Also Matheus, your thug in Geneva might now know too much, get rid of him too! It's a house in an isolated vineyard close to the French and Italian border so we should be able to get our team out afterwards easily. Just make sure that the next time we meet in five days, both CERN and the Negotiator problems are gone!”

“I will direct the operation myself, father,” said Matheus defiantly. “It will be as you say.”
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​The Witch and The Dragon
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ANNE-MARIE HAD BEEN surprised when a pool car was delivered to her apartment the next morning at nine AM. There was none of the usual rigmarole, and as soon as the man verified her licence she was handed the keys without any of the usual signature or paperwork and told to return it whenever she pleased. She queried the guy on what that actually meant, and he read an email from his iPad.

“It does not specify a return date, just that the bill was being picked up by the ministry of justice. So I guess just bring it back in a week, a month, whenever.”

The car was not one of the usual tiny Fiats either, it was a brand new white Audi sports car! Welcome to Charlie’s world she thought smiling, then wondering if she could keep it until the end of the weekend and take Michael out somewhere nice.

The guy showed her how to operate it, how to link her phone and said it had a full charge so should be good for five hundred kilometres and there was a charger at the CERN visitor centre she could leave it plugged into when she was not using it.

Anne-Marie thanked the guy and carefully drove the short distance to the Chateau just before lunchtime. She had briefly wondered whether to phone Charlie and see if she wanted a burger or sandwich picked up, then dismissed the idea as stupid. She could not ever imagine Charlie eating a burger and fries, and hated the thought of getting the brand new car, which had only travelled two hundred kilometres, smelly.

“Hi Anne-Marie,” said Mimi as she walked up the large stone stairs to the door. Mimi was obviously expecting her.

“When the gate opens, I get a warning buzzer in the kitchen so I know somebody is arriving or leaving,” she said smiling. “Charlie told me you were coming and what the car was, and I have just called her so she should be down any minute.”

On cue Charlie walked down the stairs behind Mimi. “Hi Anne-Marie, Do you want to grab a coffee before we start?”

“Aurelien was out early and picked up some bread and treats from the patisserie this morning. I can bring something out for you before I disappear into my studio,” said Mimi.

“That would be wonderful Mimi, thanks,” said Charlie as she and Anne-Marie walked through to the large living room and then out through a large set of patio doors into a beautiful patio overlooking the lake a hundred metres away. Anne-Marie looked back just two weeks ago, how her life had changed.

Charlie noticed Anne-Marie's dreamy countenance, picking up on the deep love for Michael, the friendship she was feeling towards her, and then changing as she reviewed the code changes she had made this morning in her head.

“I take it everything is going well with Michael?” Charlie asked.

“Oh, he and the other guys are still very busy. I talked to him last night, and the managers wanted me to go in this morning to explain the code I wrote yesterday, but I already have the leave booked for the next two days and I said I am seeing you. He said not to worry, he thought they just wanted to understand how I did it, anyway the time I bought them has now been filled with a hundred other things. So he is back on another deadline and is probably working much too hard.”

Charlie listened intrigued, catching the fact Anne-Marie was worried about all the excitement she had left in her wake. She thought she was helping Michael, and he said the code she wrote worked perfectly, it just might have annoyed those who said it couldn't be done. Carlos blankly refused to call her in off leave to explain to a bunch of sceptics, saying it worked, and she would probably write something up when she got back off leave, she always did. She was still worried however that she might be in trouble.

Charlie wanted to tell her not to worry, that she had a hundred contacts who would snap Anne-Marie up on the spot, but it looked like her manager had it under control.

Also Charlie was not worried about mother or her being somehow the source of this signal, as they never really stayed in one place much, so the locations they found would likely be all over the world. She also listened to Anne-Marie's beautiful logical mind and wondered if Anne-Marie really knew how special she was.

“I also think I found the problem with the code, one of the external maths libraries I use has a bug which I uploaded a fix for this morning..”

She was interrupted as Mimi appeared with a tray with two coffees and two scones with side dishes of cream and jam. “I also made some sandwiches in the kitchen for if you guys or Carl get hungry later. Oh, Anne-Marie, are you staying for dinner?”

“Of course she is Mimi,” said Charlie, “this is our big project day, and as they said in The Martian, we are going to science the shit out of it!” She said the quote in English making both the other women laugh.

“Well good luck to you both. I am making salad for dinner, it will be a bit of a buffet, and I think it might just be the three of us unless I can persuade Carl to Join us as your mother has gone to Lyon with two of her friends shopping, Simon is driving them.”

“Thanks Mimi, I doubt you will get Carl to join us, but we should invite him.” Charlie got up and walked about twenty metres into the garden and towards the lake, then opened her senses. Yes Carl was here somewhere, she moved to the left the same distance, to the right the same, then turned around to the house and shouted, “CARL!”

A large blond haired man in a suit and sunglasses appeared from around the side of the house where Charlie was looking and walked up next to Charlie.

“Carl,” she said, facing the two women. “Firstly this is Anne-Marie, I am sure you have met her, but she has not yet met you. Anne-Marie, this is Carl, my amazing and under-appreciated bodyguard,” she said loudly in English so the two women could hear.

Carl shook his head, nodded at Mimi and looked at Anne-Marie, giving the faintest of smiles for Charlie's sake. “Pleased to meet you Ma’am.”

“Pleased to meet you Carl,” replied Anne-Marie in her usual demure fashion.

“And secondly Carl, would you like to join us for dinner tonight? With Simon not here us three ladies are in need of a bit of protection.. Please!”

“I need to..” He started.

“Please Carl,” she said quietly, “you never join us, and you really don't have to say or do anything, and I would really like you there instead of hiding away. If you do, I promise I will carry that little tracking thingy in my backpack for the next week.” She touched his arm.

“OK Ma’am, but I need to get back to checking the grounds if it is OK.” His eyes strayed left and right like he was looking for something.

“Thank you Carl. Anne-Marie and myself will be in the secure library all afternoon and Mimi is going back to her studio.”

He nodded to Charlie, to Mimi and to Anne-Marie then walked back purposefully the way he came. Charlie walked back and sat down.

“He is so bloody handsome,” said Mimi. “He could probably have any woman he wanted, yet I have never seen him with one. Do you think he is gay?”

“Not at all,” said Charlie, “he is just a bit like Anne-Marie used to be, very shy.”

On seeing Anne-Marie’s startled look she added, “well maybe not quite like Anne-Marie, Carl has no problems with crowds of people, I guess in the same way great white sharks have no problems with shoals of fish. He just isn't a very good communicator.”

“Wow, it’s almost like that movie the bodyguard,” said Anne-Marie, “but Carl is much more handsome and scarier than Kevin Costner.”

“I don't think Carl could get a talking part in any movie,” said Mimi causing the other two to laugh hysterically.

“Anyway I am off, remember dinner at six.”
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“It’s got a match!” Said Anne-Marie a little excitedly.

Charlie had been examining the program code with explanations from Anne-Marie on the history of hand-written ciphers. It seems it was a little passion of hers and Charlie seriously thought this girl could get ten times the money she was on at CERN. She actually found herself hoping that CERN did screw up and she could get her something a lot better, as the computer program she had written was probably the most well formed program she had ever seen, and Charlie had analysed a lot of computer code.

Anne-Marie had wheeled her chair over to the large dual screen system and was bringing up a text document on the second screen.

“It's the second program,” Anne-Marie said, “the one that has been running overnight, looks like he used a book to encode his journal. It’s a German book I’ve never heard of.”

Charlie was so excited that for one of the first times in her life she actually forgot that Anne-Marie could not read German.

“Oh sorry Anne-Marie, let me bring up a French translation.. Oh it only does German to English and English to French, not German to French,” she said going through the menu options, “that's a bit crappy! OK let's try it and I can fill the gaps on any of the mistakes.”

The translator was actually a bit rubbish, but Anne-Marie said she could live with the English translation which only had a few easily correctable mistakes.

“Oh My!” Said Anne-Marie.
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Writing my journal in code has become very necessary at this point as I realise I have made a very big mistake. The Nazi ideals I originally eschewed have turned into a nightmare and are going against all the medical ethics I have ever learnt. I now see that my family, especially my father, were right and I hope and pray one day he will understand and forgive me.

“This is not what I expected,” said Charlie quietly, slumping into her chair, her eyes focussed on the original German text not the translation that Anne-Marie was looking at.

“Is the text I am reading the same?”

“Yes, it is mostly grammatical errors, but where it says Nazi in the original text, it has substituted German, that is sloppy and insulting, here let me.”

Charlie moved the keyboard over in front of her and pulled up some menus then scrolled through a list, “OK, that should fix that.”

She hit the button and the text was replaced in the translation, she scanned the first page. “Good enough.” Then the two women continued to read.

I have not heard from my family for two years now. The German war effort continues to be unstoppable and to get away from the ghastly experiments some of my fellow doctors have been doing, or aiding the war effort I took the assignment at Schloss Neuschwanstein as the facilities doctor. The castle has been re-purposed by the Nazi ERR branch to collect all the cultural artefacts it has been looting from its conquered lands. The people here are mainly scholars, but tension is high and a lot of high ranking SS people are coming and going and nobody trusts anybody so I still need to be careful.

“Schloss Neuschwanstein?” Said Anne-Marie.

“It is a castle in southern Austria. Mother and I went to a wedding there when I was six years old. I remember it was a beautiful building, but I think they must have kept this part of its history from the guests at the time.. Especially the six year olds.”

The two women scanned through the rest of the page where it talked about the rooms in the castle where he ran his surgery from then scrolled forward a screen.

“This is interesting!” Said Charlie, still looking at the original German and realising she was reading a bit faster than Anne-Marie whose native language was not English. “At the bottom.” She pointed at the English paragraph at the bottom of Anne-Marie’s document.

There is great excitement with some of the scholars. The leader of the ERR, Alfred Rosenberg, returned today from Yugoslavia with five truck loads of artefacts looted from some ancient castle there. Apparently there was some great battle there and a lot of German troops and SS troops were killed, they are saying by magic. The SS are very interested because the castle was occupied by a witch who was protected from the magic.

The Fuhrer was informed and demanded her capture alive, his obsession with the occult borders on fanatical, but of course nobody would say that or think to disobey him. It is said he is going to come here once she has been put under control. There are rumours already that some of the artefacts found are also magical. Total nonsense, but these are the times we now live in when science is secondary to logic.

“Magic? A witch? Is this another translation problem?” Said Anne-Marie looking at Charlie for clarification.

Charlie was looking and re-reading the paragraph, then shrugged. “No, he actually used the words witch and magic, but he is talking about what other people were saying, not what he thought. History does bear out that Hitler was obsessed with the occult, and as I remember it was the whole premise of the first Indiana Jones movie.”

The two continued reading, Charlie was reading faster and waited for Anne-Marie to catch up to scroll to the next page.

They have asked me to examine the so-called witch. None of the soldiers will go near her despite her great beauty, It seems there have been several attempted rapes of the woman by her guards. I am ashamed of being a man when I hear such tales, but it seems all the men who tried to abuse her were left screaming wrecks. One of her jailers jumped out of the window, another picked up a gun and shot his friend in the arm before shooting himself. The injured one was locked in a cell in the deepest depths, still screaming. I have been asked to examine him after I have looked at this so-called witch.

I am so ashamed to be human. A naked woman was brought into my surgery in chains, by two armed SS guards. Her body is scared and bruised from repeated abuse. They padlocked her to the operating table, gave me the key then left the room, it seems nobody wants to be near this woman. I have wrapped a sheet around her and treated the wounds as best I could, but she speaks no German. And has not said a word since arriving.

I figured out a temporary solution and let the guards know she may be carrying some new strain of venereal disease, which should keep them and those in charge away for a while. I do not need to examine her though, it is clear the woman has been abused and beaten. I am writing my journal now with her watching me. Her beauty is difficult to see through the abuse but I imagine behind those dark eyes, ripped clothing, filthy skin and the wild brown tangled hair she may indeed be a fair maiden.

“Oh my god, the poor woman! What brutes.” Anne-Marie was getting a little upset, as was Charlie. A bad feeling had also started to form in Charlie’s mind and she almost dreaded going on.

“Anne-Marie, I think this is going to get much, much worse. I think I can guess who the woman is and the ending, and it is not going to be pleasant. Even I am having difficulty reading this and I expect I will not sleep well tonight.”

“Also my mother needs to read this before us, she is closer to it, and she is a lot more hardened than you or me. What say you pat yourself on the back for a job well done and we go and walk the dogs around the vineyard and soak in the rest of the day until dinner?”

The faint nods, and still slightly disturbed face of Anne-Marie said that this was most definitely the option she would prefer.
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They had a pleasant walk. Anne-Marie talked mostly for once as she went over the ingenuity of some of the older ciphers, she went into a lot of detail about one she designed when she was an undergraduate that she thought was unbreakable. Charlie suspected the world had a lot of Anne-Marie’s, closet geniuses, content to work on problems, never noticed by anyone and paid peanuts, or their talents wasted working out how to get a few more clicks on a web site.

Dinner was pleasant, nobody pressured Carl to say anything and he was content to listen as they all spoke in English with the occasional translation of something for Anne-Marie. Carl’s French language skills were still terrible even after one year, and he seemed to default to English when people had even a splattering of it. Charlie kind of blamed herself for dragging him away from Norway, she tried to work French into their brief conversations and she even engaged a tutor for a while, but she just had to face the fact, Carl was great at everything but was not a talker.

She had caught a thought from him a little earlier, and during a small pause near the end she had asked him about maybe doing some self-defence training. His answer surprised everyone, when he laughed heartily and said quite flatly NO. Also, in what she considered his first ever joke, he suggested she take up running instead.
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After Anne-Marie left, Charlie spent the rest of the evening reading a bit more of the journal and tidying up some minor grammar issues. She had copied the original German text to a tablet and sat in the living room on the sofa as her mother walked in just after nine pm.

“Finally they’re all gone and we have the house to ourselves again.”

Gerty looked at Charlie's curious smile, trying to parse what it meant. As she got nearer, her eyes lit up.

“The journal?”

“All of it! One of Anne-Marie’s custom written programs cracked the code, the woman deserves a medal. I think you are going to be surprised and shocked, but for once in a good way.”

Gerty sat down next to her and read the document up to the part Charlie and Anne-Marie had gotten to, all the time with tears in her eyes, and cursing herself that she had not tried this before.

“Do not beat yourself up Mama, the cipher Gustov had used was based on a one-time-pad and technically uncrackable. But in the sweetest of ironies, Gustov used Hitler’s own book ‘Mein Kampf’ to encode it, Anne-Marie’s program had to work through dozens of other books and several billion permutations to get there. When you looked at doing this in the late seventies no computer would have stood a chance, even if you had a hint on what cipher type it was.”

Gerty damped down the tears with her handkerchief. “Anne-Marie has done our family an amazing service, I doubt I can ever thank her enough. Knowing my grandfather might not have been the monster everybody thought he was should help me sleep better at night..”

“Oh Mama,” Charlie grinned, “you haven’t even gotten to the good parts yet, keep reading.”

July 1941

My talk of her having some form of disease has allowed me to lock the woman into one of the spare patient rooms, and it has also kept the guards and the scholars away. I think they are actually quite happy she is somebody else's problem.

I have made her as comfortable as I can, dressed the wounds and given her some clothing, soap and water, and started her on simple meals of fruit, soup and bread. I keep the room locked not to imprison the woman but to ensure nobody else tries to harm her.

Her eyes, so full of fear and hate when she first arrived, have turned to sadness and resignation. I don't know how to communicate with her but I think she understands I mean her no harm.

The man she is said to have cursed, is totally mad by any definition and I doubt anything can be done for him. How he became mad is another matter. The guards who went into the woman’s cell to check the screaming found the two dead guards and the third guard curled in the corner, rocking himself screaming, and holding his injured arm. The woman was naked, unchained and just staring at them with those eyes. That seems to be when they brought her to me.

There is no room for mad people in the new Nazi Germany, so the mad guard was shot yesterday, and his body thrown off the high wall to the forest below. The wild pigs there are not fussy about the mental status of their food.

The commandant visited my surgery today. I told him I was keeping her locked up and under mild sedation most of the time, and that some of her symptoms were the same as the man that went mad, but probably only contagious if she has sex or she scratches somebody. I also told him plainly that I have not seen any ‘witch-like powers’ whatever they are supposed to be.

He wants me to remain in charge of her health saying the fuhrer would be very unhappy if she died, he also wants to take her soon to one of the rooms with some of the magical artefacts. It was one of the artefacts in particular, the one that she was found with, and which he said killed thirty men with some sort of curse. Again I am sceptical and reluctant to get involved in any of this Nazi horseshit but I am between a rock and a hard place, and until I can work our escape plan I need to at least look to be complying.

I cannot communicate with her. I have tried to teach her German by saying the words for the different foods as I gave them to her or the parts of the body as I dressed her wounds. The only words she had ever uttered to anyone else it seems were screams.

I am afraid of what will happen if they try to take her from here, but the commandant and the director are away for another three days in Rome. I have been told when they return they will be accompanied by a senior Nazi and expert on occult matters. I was also told his visit is specifically to see the witch and the artefact she used to kill the men, but also that she must be ready when he arrives. Nobody will discuss with me the artefact in question, it is in the most secure and remote place in the castle, the deepest dungeon, a place even more secure than the vaults with the Rembrandt’s and the Michelangelo’s.

I used a Slavic dictionary to try and tell her not to kill anybody, that I would try and keep her safe, and that when she was finished she would come back here with me, but she made no word, no indication she had understood anything. A sudden thought hit me, that maybe the woman was mad too, that I was seeing another symptom of madness and that nothing I ever did or said would be understood. At that thought I wept, and the woman, in the first ever sign of recognition, looked into my eyes and touched my arm. To this day I cannot explain the emotion of calmness that came over me, and the feeling of love I had for her. It was not a lust or a desire, but that of a great friend comforting me. We stayed like this for maybe an hour until my orderly arrived with the evening meal.

“What do you make of her being able to affect my great-grandfather like this, and to make other men go mad?” Said Charlie, "do you think it could be similar to my ability to project emotions?”

“It may be,” said Gerty, “people within half a kilometre felt your emotions when a mouse ran out in front of you. If god forbid, you ever suffered the way this woman had I can't imagine what people close to you would feel.

“It was a rat Mama, a really big scary rat!” Her mother always made her episode into a joke, but even Charlie found it funny looking back.

“So it looks like this woman may somehow be my grandmother,” said Gerty. “She shows both the symptoms of my mother and the abilities we have.”

“Then it is likely she could read my great-grandfather's mind and somehow sensed he was trying to help her, and without language it was her way of telling him she knew he was trying to help.”

“We are making assumptions Charlie, let us read to the end and we can speculate then.”

“You are right as usual mother, it's just that knowing this story does not have a happy ending makes me want to stop now.”

Gerty touched her hand and together they read on.

Today I received the word Marija when we touched, it is an old Slavic girl's name and when I spoke it out aloud to her, I received the faintest of smiles and I felt it was right. Despite the Slavic name, there are no words in the Slavic dictionary I have spoken that she responds to. I have however been able to add several other words to our little vocabulary using simple point, show and tell exercises and the emotions she returned to me. Marija is neither mad, nor stupid, in fact she seems extremely smart.

I cannot believe any of this is magic, there is logically some scientific explanation like a radio transmitting with invisible waves, or another similar phenomenon. I also cannot reveal any of this to the Germans, in fact I have a duty to ensure this woman never gets to be used by the Nazi’s as who knows what they will be able to do with her. We really need to escape soon.

Today took a massive step back, Marija is near death. A bullet from a guard's pistol pierced her side causing massive blood loss and possible internal injuries. The Director is livid with the guards and I was given an ultimatum by the SS gruppenführer, that if the witch dies then so will I.

It happened when Marija became very agitated as the SS guards burst through the surgery door, and demanded she be chained up for the march to the artefact chamber. My protests did not just fall on deaf ears but one of the guards actually came up to me and struck me with his rifle. I did not know what happened after that until some smelling salts were administered.

They say only five minutes passed, but when I woke Marija was bleeding from massive blood loss, one of the SS guards was dead and the other was half-crazy, the man who died looked to have repeatedly battered his head against the brick wall, the other guard who went crazy shot Marija before fleeing, then shooting another soldier before getting shot himself.

The wound was serious. I stayed by her for the next twelve hours, repeatedly setting up transfusions using the small stock of O positive blood and plasma we had. She also has a fever, and I administered sulfonamide in the hope it will stave off any infection. I fell asleep at her bedside exhausted and not knowing if she, or I would be alive or dead the next day.

I awoke with a warm feeling of love permeating my brain and a pounding on the door to the surgery which I had locked. Marija is alive but weak, and will likely need weeks to recover. The SS gruppenführer impatiently waiting at the door is relieved, he now doesn't have to tell the fuhrer of her death, and he instructed me to stay with her until she is fully recovered.

They are now sending my normal patients to the doctor in Alterschrofen three kilometres away and I have been able to write my journal for the last few days in relative peace while looking after Marija.

Her vocabulary is amazing, I tell her a word once and she never forgets it, and though she never speaks, she understands and she tells me yes, or no through the same simple emotions she has been able to transfer to me. She is also healing amazingly fast, I have told her to pretend to be more ill than she is so the bad men stay away, thankfully she understands I am not one of them. Nobody will come near her now, the guard who went mad made a big impression on everyone how scary she could be, but it also means her reputation is getting to some more serious ears in the Gestapo and SS. I fear she will be taken away if we don't escape soon.

I woke up this morning in the same bed as Marija and naked. I am shocked and appalled at my lack of self control. I tried, god how I tried to walk away from her, but it was like my thoughts kept collapsing into a single emotion, one of lust. Marija would not let me go holding on to me throughout, her body more passionate and sensual than any lover I have had before. While I love the woman with all my heart all I feel is a deep sense of shame for my actions. Yet it was only when she fell asleep in my arms that I felt my muscles finally able to untangle themselves from her embrace, yet I did not move from her side and we both slept ..

“Oh my!” Said Gerty, “could Marija really have had that kind of power over my grandfather or was this a case of the truth is always written by those left alive?”

“I think it is the truth Mama, sex is an even greater emotion than pain and I believe it would be possible if she felt it strongly enough.. And don’t look at me like that Mama, yes I could probably do it, but the thought of forcing someone to have sex like that would sicken me.”

Gerty nodded a little ashamed at her thought. “If the journal entry is true, we have no idea what was going through the woman's mind. If she was like my mother Heidi, she may have been totally ignorant of sex, or mentally immature, and not have even known what she was doing when she initiated it. Based on the fact she could neither talk, nor really understand Gustov, this may actually have been the case.”

“Let us continue..” I said, impatient to get off the subject.

Marija is most certainly twenty or more years old and a fully grown and beautiful woman, though it doesn't help me stop feeling revulsion. She cannot understand why I am not as happy as her, she does not seem to understand the concept that two people should both consent to the act. Yet I cannot hate her, I just cannot, so I find I must hate myself instead.

She will not sleep unless I hold her, so I do, and I now sleep hearing her dreams, like static or hisses, like a voice on a badly tuned radio one you hear through crackles and static, yet the noise is also somehow comforting because I know it is somehow her language.

“This is getting mighty weird,” said Gerty, “it feels like the man is tripping on something or is not all there..”

“Shh Mama, keep reading.”

Yesterday we visited the artefact room with the director, a researcher, the senior Nazi in charge of the occult program, and, of course, the gruppenführer. Two better disciplined guards had been picked for our escort, but told to keep their distance from us and not to interfere unless it was life or death. I can see they are very uneasy in her company. Marija accepted the new arrangement while I stood next to her, if I moved more than a metre distant she would scream.

It is hard to describe what I am seeing, it is a very large, obsidian black, elongated skull with three ridges on the top and attached to part of a spine that seems to be from some sort of large reptile like a large Nile crocodile. The head however is too big, and the spine too long, more like a neck than a body, it runs two metres from the skull then looks to be roughly severed as though hacked. It looked heavy like stone, probably some sort of sculpture they looted, and must have taken three or four men to move.

The sculpture stands three metres back from a guard rail and I am told this is the occult object that had killed so many of the soldiers. I ignored the stupid statement and asked the director what animal the sculpture was modelled after, and he laughed at me, replying it was not a sculpture, but the skeleton of a dragon..

“A dragon!” Said Gerty.

“Yes,” said Charlie, “this is where I stopped and had to wait for you.”

“A dragon? It could be a coincidence you know darling, lots of old fossils and such were identified as dragons, and it may also have been a sculpture and they misidentified it..”

“Mama, The Nazi’s were evil sons of bitches, but you have to remember the castle was also full of scholars from some of the best universities. I’m pretty sure one of the scholars would have known if it was made of bone or what skull it was from, but whether they would then speak up to counter the argument of a sicko Nazi with a gun is another matter. I have been trying to parse all the facts in my head up to this point and up until you arrived. There is something here, something that is not yet adding up, something I think to do with that voice in my head..”

“Now Charlie we promised we would keep the speculation until the end, without proof all we have here is a story that you are trying to read something into, circumstantial evidence is not evidence as I have told you many times.”

Charlie sighed, capitulating to her mother.

The director was serious, a dragon. I think I actually might have laughed if not for the look of hate on my Marija’s face as she looked from the skull to the men in the room. Then she looked at me and the hate dissipated a little, changing to what I could see was a cold calculating dark stare.

She stepped back from the skull holding me and pulling me back with her. It must have looked to the men standing there that it was a type of primitive fear of the skull, one which their modern scientific, superior, Aryan minds refused to acknowledge. I saw the senior Nazi smile, a smile I never wanted to see again as long as I lived and he spoke.

“Ah, it seems our little witch is scared of the nasty dragon! I wonder if she knows of the second one in the Vatican, or that my brothers in the ElderNacht are even now trying to unravel its secrets. Either way, I am sure our witch here can be persuaded to help.”

Charlie shuddered, her composure rattled by the mention of The ElderNacht and a second dragon in the Vatican. Her mother wrapped her arms around her. But neither spoke as they read on.

It was all I heard. Eight metres from the men with our backs to the brick wall I felt my eyes close involuntarily, then I felt a kind of delirium wash over me, before a type of unconsciousness. Suddenly the back of my eyelids exploded in pain and I was again awake. Minutes must have passed in that blink. My screams cut off immediately, but those of the five other men continued through my head, they were the screams of madmen, the screams of the dying, staying there for minutes, then all cutting off abruptly to a deep silence, replaced by the hissing and clicking that I knew were the thoughts of my Marija.

I opened my eyes to the sight and smell of hell.

Marija is holding me and weeping openly, she feels she has done something terrible, has become evil herself. I do what I can to comfort her. She is now my world, the only thing I care about, the clicks and crackles from her mind change to those of waves rolling up a stony sea shore and I find that I am weeping too.

Nothing I am writing down makes sense even to me, nobody reading this journal in my future will believe my sanity, but that day I witnessed real magic. I try to reconcile it with science, but the five bodies I look at, look like they died of fright, died screaming, eyes open, teeth bared, fingers ridged like they were ready to claw something. My science has no answer, it has totally failed me.

Marija walks to the skull, I try to hold her back but I am just a spectator in my own body. She pushes over the weak guard rail walking right up to the skull and putting her hand deep into the open eye socket, she pulls it back holding what looks like an obsidian stone. It was smooth and round, and looked to me like a black Faberge egg, or some expensive Christmas tree bauble.

Before my eyes I then saw the skeleton reduce to a black dust. Like a dry sandcastle on a windy day, but a hundred times faster. The sculpture dissolves, first to particles, then to a pile of black ash on the floor. My last doubts that what I am seeing is magic are gone. Still holding my hand, and the round object, Marija turns and we walk out of the vault.

There is nobody alive anywhere. Bodies line the passages and rooms as I make my way back to my surgery, and despite the revulsion of so many deaths, I know our chance has come to escape.

“What the hell are we reading here Mama!” Said Charlie's slow, shattered voice.

“I don't know my darling, there are only a few more pages, let us get the whole story before we go on.”

A brief nod of the head was all that Charlie could manage, mother was right, they needed the whole context. The two women moved their attention back to the next line.

Without any further hesitation I grab the two packs I have prepared for this case, pushing all the food, extra clothing and sleeping packs I can fit. In the keep I steal a small unobtrusive pool car, throwing a few more bedding items, clothes and books quickly into the back seat, then we leave the castle in a rush for there will surely be someone on their way here.

We pass nobody as we wind down the rocky road, and I know in my mind that the fairy-tale castle behind me has just added a new fairy story to its history.

It is by luck rather than planning that we found ourselves two hours later in an empty house near the tiny Austrian mountain town of Nenzing. The house is a few kilometres from the actual town and a little run-down, looking to have been unoccupied for maybe a year. It had a small vegetable garden, a living room, a kitchen and a single bedroom, there was an outside toilet and a small barn. It has water, there are animals we can use for food.

The one old neighbour said it used to belong to a Jewish family who had been taken one night. I shudder having some insight into their probable fate. I say I am his brother and Marija is my wife trying to flee also. The woman seems sympathetic, but many are and the next thing the SS are kicking in your door. Marija just nods at me after looking at her with her dark eyes, and I find myself trusting the old woman will not tell.
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There are no dates I can put in my journal any more, we have lost all sense of time, just the slow changes of the seasons. This small house becomes our refuge, it is where we stay hidden from the madness of the world, a madness that must surely one day end.

I don't know the fallout from the massacre at the castle, but I can be certain the Nazi’s now know that an occult weapon existed and may still exist, and if they have any leads from the disaster they will make all and every effort to recover it. Even if there is another one in the Vatican, and I dread there is not, I must keep this one out of their hands, I must also keep my journal encrypted because none of this can ever fall into the hands of the Nazi’s.

Marija and I still can only talk by me saying or showing something, and her reacting to it. I don't know if the muteness is a physical or mental thing, but nothing I do makes her talk. It is a slow form of communication but I now have all the time in the world for her.

She, it seems, is thirty years old, not the twenty I first guessed, older even than me. I have thrown off my initial guilt from our first coupling, I am very much in love with her, she with me. It is not how I expected my life to be. I wonder how my brother is doing, how my mother is doing. From my last communications with my father, there is no home for me in Geneva any longer. I made a mistake I can never reconcile, I rolled a dice and got a one, but maybe this life is for the better, a simple happiness with a woman I love.

Gerty and Charlie were weeping openly as they read, holding and supporting each other. There was no need for words between them. The talking about fantastical magical artefacts, The ElderNacht, and the killing of hundreds was almost secondary to the sadness and guilt both women were now feeling. They continued through the last few pages.

She told me the ghost of the dragon was their teacher, their jailer, and also their protector from the bad people. They lived alone in the castle, locals would bring food and also ask for their protection, for the reputation of the witches was great. It had been the case for her mother and her grandmothers before her, for hundreds of years.

When a suitable male appeared he would be taken as a mate, but the males would always die within a year or two of the child being born and the child would always be female; That is why there were no males in the castle when both her mother and grandmother were murdered by the German soldiers during the looting.

I try to parse the communication Marija is giving me. Am I destined to die too like these males? The thoughts seem to disturb Marija, I can see she does not want this to be true, and the thought of losing me is very upsetting to her. I too do not want to die, I want to be with my Marija, to see my unborn daughter live and grow. I however have something these other men did not, knowledge of the medical sciences, whatever this curse on the male was, it may not be inevitable.

She tells me the object is the dragon's eye, but without a vocabulary I get no further, just the scratches and static she would send to my mind. Marija keeps it next to her body all the time, getting strangely angry if I ask to see, or touch it.

I held it once, following the exhaustive and difficult birth of our daughter Ana, and when Marija was too mentally and physically exhausted to put up a struggle. The eye scares me to death. My first analogy to a faberge egg was about right, it is a perfect black sphere, slightly bigger than a tennis ball, and with a set of imperceptible markings around the centre that change colour, like oil sitting on a pool of water. It defies logic weighing literally nothing yet It is incredibly strong resisting any form of scratching, compression or disassembly.

The thing that scared me the most though is what it did to my head maybe a minute after I touched it, it was like my brain was electrocuted, every thought was turned into a sea of static and crackles and there was no conscious action I could perform even to release it. Once you touch the eye, you cannot un-touch it, it must be taken from you.

Marija took it from me maybe an hour later, every second holding the object seemed like a lifetime. The concern in her eyes however told me that her possessiveness of the object was to prevent what just happened, and she now seems sad, resigned to something. My scientific mind is being slowly eroded by my belief in the occult and maybe the gods for what else could have created such a thing as a dragon.

Our baby daughter, Ana, is as beautiful as her mother, but like Marija she is strangely silent, and there is not even any crying as she nestles in her bosom. I am concerned the artefact is kept so close to my daughter and I wonder what it is doing to her unformed infant brain. But I also trust my Marija, whatever it is, she has been through it before. I am unfortunately in uncharted territory and do not know what would happen should there be any interference by me.

I have fashioned the eye into the body of a small stuffed dragon I made. Marija is happy, and I see one of her rare smiles as I show her how it fitted into the small stuffed toy and then I sewed it up, wrapped in sheep wool for padding. She immediately placed it next to Ana who seemed healthy and content in its company.

I myself can never be content, I live a fugitive in a country whose ideas I abhor, unable to talk to my own wife and child, prisoner of an artefact I do not understand, and probably hunted as both a Nazi, and not a Nazi. I also sense a weakness in my body that was not there before, it could be our diet though, simple meats and root vegetables with the occasional fruits the old woman can give. I sense the country is not as abundant as it once was.

Patrols have become more frequent, we have been searched more than once, but we have been lucky so far, the soldiers doing the searching were not the brutes that worship the violence of the Nazi ideals, but men like me put in an unwinnable situation. The soldiers see a simple herder, not a threat, and Marija always eyes them closely as she now has a child to protect. I also know these soldiers were only one wrong thought away from a horrible death. Apparently things are now not going so well for the German army. Our old friendly neighbour keeps an illegal radio receiver and the woman tells me when we meet how the Americans have now joined the war, and the thrust into Russia has faltered badly. We both pray the Nazi disease will be excised soon, both our hopes is that its cancer will not destroy the body that is the German people before it is removed.

*
[image: ]


I scribble these last notes as I sit in my old bedroom at my old family house in Geneva. Marija is dead, shot by a fleeing band of deserters four weeks ago while she protected our daughter and me. I heard the screams and shots from under the hay in the barn where I hid like a coward with my baby while the woman I loved stood up, and using the dragon, killed eight men after receiving the fatal shot. There were no words I could say, nothing I could have done for I am the shadow of the man I was. A weakness has been taking over my body for the last six months that I do not understand, and for the past week I have barely been able to walk. I know I now only have days to live.

The journey to Switzerland was my final act. My journey from there to my family, my swansong. The travel was predicated by the kindness of strangers, Germans, Americans and Swiss. I have passed through towns full of misery, full of death; this will be the true legacy of the Nazi party and of Adolph Hitler.

Getting my beautiful daughter to my family was my last hope for a normal life for her, and will most likely be my final journey. I have not eaten for ten days, everything I had I gave my daughter but she is also weak and I recognise the symptoms of malnutrition.

I do not want the legacy of the dragon to haunt my daughter or to make her different. The dragon doll was with her the whole journey, I could sense the distress if I ever tried to take it, and with little else to comfort her I left it with her. Now I am here, she was too weak to resist when I took it off her; my last task before I exit this world is to put it in a strongbox and hide it securely in the secret place only Kurt and I know about. I am hoping it will never be found.

It may be too late for my Ana, but after this I will pen my last request of my family, to take her in, to help her, and to forget their son ever existed. I can only hope she has a normal life, a life where she is loved, like she was loved by me, and by Marija, and If these notes are ever decrypted, maybe someone can find it in their hearts in the future to forgive me.
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The tablet fell from Gerty’s hand to the floor as she read the last sentence, tears streaming from her eyes. Charlie nestled herself into her mother's chest and the two women stayed like this for several minutes until both their tears dried up.

It was her mother who finally lifted Charlie off her and got up. It was now almost midnight but neither woman was tired. Gerty disappeared for a few minutes then came back with two cups of tea and sat down next to her daughter.

“What are we going to do?” She said to Charlie in a resigned sad voice, a voice Charlie had never once heard her mother use. Gerty had always known what to do, as had Charlie, neither of them had ever imagined they would be so far out of their depth.

“I don't know Mama,” she said honestly, taking the large steaming mug, “the journal could have been penned by the brothers Grimm, yet the facts we know about bear out..”

“But dragon’s Charlie! magical artefacts that can wipe out a castle full of men!” There is nothing in the history I have read about which says that hundreds of Germans were wiped out at Neuschwanstein Castle. Nothing about a dragon in the Vatican. Yes history says the Nazi’s stored looted artefacts at these places, but..”

“We don't know everything,” said Charlie, “and there is an easy way to verify this.”

[DRAGON!]

Gerty felt her daughter’s thoughts rip powerfully into her mind and shuddered a little, spilling some of her tea.

“Sorry Mama, I should have warned you.”

[Yes] came the strange voice of her dragon. The dragon?

[What are you?]

[...] [...] [...] [...] [..]

“I have asked this question before of the dragon,” she said to her mother, simultaneously as the dragon spoke into her mind, “but listen to my mind, static, hissing, crackles. They are the same internal voice of Marija that Gustov described that he heard in his head.”

She knew the dragon would stop in a few seconds, but for once let the hypnotic static wash over her as her mother listened.

“Why not me though Charlie?” Said Gerty, confused. “If anything I was closer to my mother than you were.”

“I don’t know Mama, I just don’t know. But if the journal is to be believed, the dragon is not part of me, it is an object somewhere that works on the same principles as our telepathy. Not magical, as magic is just science we do not understand, and we both know from our own abilities that science still has a lot to explain.”

“And there are two of them, and the mention of The ElderNacht. There are too many coincidences Mama, too many questions.”

“No Charlie, I was aware of the criminal organisation called The ElderNacht before this, just not its origins. We are fitting together pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and a lot of pieces are still missing, there is nothing more. A mystery is only a mystery until you find all the pieces..”

She stopped suddenly, getting up.

“Oh My God! the dragon doll!” said Gerty, startled.

“When you were a baby you slept in Gustav's old room. It was refurbished and repainted when I was pregnant and set up for a nursery. You had a wet nurse who looked after you and lived with you there, as I could not produce enough milk. I lived in the room next door and you would stay with me when I was home, but between you would live in the nursery with the nurse and her child. I remember they used to surround you with all sorts of weird stuffed toys when you slept. What if they found his secret hiding place and the dragon toy during the refurbishment and stuck it in with your other toys.”

“I don't really have any memories as a baby,” she said, “but I went into that room three years ago and nothing had changed, they still had the old large crib from when I was a baby. Samantha never changes or disturbs any of the family's bedrooms unless it is necessary, the dragon is probably still in the big old toy box.”

“It’s too late now, and I think we could all do with some rest, let’s sleep on it until morning then go visit.
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​Hidden in Plain Sight
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IT WAS A FITFUL SLEEP for Charlie, and she got up early for a walk down to the lakeside to clear her head. A soft breeze blew in from the mountains in the distance reminding her that autumn was just around the corner. She had been standing there staring out of the lake for twenty minutes when she felt her mothers presence.

“Having trouble sleeping?” said Gerty as she stepped next to her looking out at the same lake vista. Charlie felt her mother's arms around her waist.

“It's a lot to take in Mama. I am worried that this criminal organisation may be playing with very dangerous forces and that our well organised little world is about to become a lot more complex and dangerous.”

“You took away a different perspective from the journal to me dear. For me it felt a lot more like closure, that a lot more of the pieces of the puzzle fell into place..”

“But the puzzle also got bigger, Mama, a lot, lot bigger.”

“It did,” she said calmly. “So like any jigsaw we just need to find all the pieces before we can solve it. Why don't we grab a coffee and drive to the castle early. Sam is an early riser and I’m sure it wouldn't take too much to get ourselves invited to breakfast.”

Charlie sighed, finally moving her gaze from the lake to her mother.

“I guess I just don't want things to change Mama.”

“Change is unfortunately an inevitable part of life,” Gerty sighed. “However I think helping your American Interpol agent, and finding out more about this criminal organisation just moved itself to the top of the queue.”

Charlie gave her mother a weak smile and they both turned and walked back to the house.

Simon was already awake watching them from the house as was Mimi who was just making coffee. Simon was getting ready to go and meet Carl and another guy at the Castle gymnasium for sparring practice, but delayed it so the women could have coffee and get dressed. He was impressed how quickly they both got ready, and got them both to the castle just before eight.

On arrival the two women were immediately accosted by Samantha and herded out to the conservatory for breakfast, and the inevitable gossip about recent events. It was nine thirty by the time they extracted themselves from Sam and they could go up to Charlie's old nursery room.

A hand-painted sign in yellow and green flowery letters on a wooden oval surround spelled the word ‘Nursery’ and the room was as innocuous as all the others in the corridor. Unusually for the castle though the room was kept locked.

A large old key was in the lock, it seemed to be stuck, and required a firm turn to open. As Charlie had said, apart from the odd dusting, the room seemed to be untouched in the twenty three years since it was last used. 

The inside was dark. The one small window covered in a thick curtain, the pink walls ominously dark red. Gerty clicked on the light switch and the two obsolete CFL light bulbs illuminated the room throwing off a much harsher light than the older incandescent or newer LED ones.

The room was very small for the castle and had no real view through the narrow window, for that reason alone it would never be used for more than a nursery or store room.

The double-crib with its over-the-top wooden fairy-tale carvings and ornate designs stood empty of bedding and pride of place in the centre of the room. A single bed, meant for a nanny, or wet-nurse as in Charlie’s case, was also unmade and sat against the far wall with a small table next to it devoid of any personal items.

The large toy box in the corner of the room with a doll's house on it, was the only other item, and completed the picture of a room which had not seen much love for a long time.

“I don’t remember it being this ghastly!” said Gerty through gritted teeth as she led Charlie inside and looked around, “Marie always kept the room so warm and homely when she was here.”

It was almost disappointing. They found the old dragon doll wedged down the bottom of the box between about three other stuffed toys, old and worn but clean. Gerty picked it up slowly as though it was a bomb that might explode.

The doll was about the size of a cat, both comical and sad looking, made of some sort of green sack cloth, with two button eyes and stitching for the mouth and nostrils. She squeezed it carefully, finally finding some resistance in its body, and feeling a small shiver as she did.

“I know what you are thinking Mama but remember this thing could be very dangerous. I think we should be very careful when handling it.”

Gerty put it on Charlie’s old bed and both women sat down about a metre away.

“Can you talk to it?” Said Gerty, “if this is the artefact then try very softly at first.”

[Dragon] she thought very softly.

[...] [...] [...] [...]

“Oh my, I can hear it Charlie, I can hear it too!” Gerty said excitedly.

“No wait Mama. I am picking up weird images, with the words, it is like remembering a dream, it was just a few brief images that faded.”

Charlie again repeated the same soft thought to Dragon.

“Yes, there are weak images or something. Mama let me hold it for a second, it could just be I need to be in contact, remember your grandmother kept it next to her body.”

“She did,” replied Gerty, “but we also still have no idea how it works, it could be radioactive or anything. What say we get it home first and at least do some basic checks and set up some simple precautions.”

Charlie agreed. The library at home had a basic lab area with a few pieces of test equipment and there was a hand-held Geiger-counter in the basement shelter. Knowing the danger, it seemed prudent to do any further checks at home where there were only a few people, rather than the hundreds who lived in and around the castle.
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The short journey back was in silence, a strange feedback loop of each woman listening to the other listening to the other, the dragon doll comically sitting on Gerty’s lap like a sick cat. Simon’s thoughts, for some reason, inaudible.

They restricted the tests to the more obvious ones, the radiation counter actually registering less than the background radiation as it was put next to the toy. The old AM/FM radio Mimi used in the kitchen tuned through the bands without picking up any interference over the usual stations, and their cell phones still connected and worked when placed next to it. They did all this while Charlie repeatedly woke it and listened to its soothing thoughts. Satisfied, they went back to the library.

“OK Let's see what this thing is,” said Gerty, theatrically putting on some rubber kitchen gloves and giving Charlie a wink. She cut the doll open carefully with some sharp scissors and slowly extracted a black object from inside.

It was beautiful, exactly as the journal described. Obsidian black, the size of a Christmas tree bauble, or a tennis ball, and with a strange pattern moving around its middle, like clouds just visible on a dark night.

“Gustov was right,” said Gerty, “this weighs next to nothing.” She held it lightly, moving it over onto the small scale on the bench top. “Thirty four grams, it must be made of a light element or not very dense at all.”

“Or maybe it is hollow.” Added Charlie. “It would be good to have a proper lab with an X-Ray..”

“It wouldn't really help,” said her mother quietly, before Charlie could elaborate further. “Unless it revealed a little leprechaun or fairy trapped inside, we are unlikely to understand what we are seeing. I think we need to bite the bullet, but as your mother I am super-reluctant to let you hold that thing.”

“As am I Mama. Have you even tried to talk to it yet?”

“Good point, let me try, I’m not as experienced as you but I did hear it so it might be worth a try.”

[dragon?]

[...] [your] [...] [is] [...] [dragon will not] [...]

Gerty moved it closer to her head as if trying to listen to it. “I just hear the same static but now with a few barely decipherable French words, are you still getting the images?”

“Yes Mama, different ones to before though, and just flashes that fade before I register them.”

Gerty took the glove off and held the dragon.

“Oh, I see the images now, but they go too quickly for me to register, I also cannot hear your thoughts in my mind anymore, it is quite calming like when I am out of range of everybody.”

“Ask it some questions Mama. Simple ones.”

Charlie heard some static which seemed to replace the usual thoughts from her mother, and waited for a few seconds ready with her rubber gloves to take it out of her mothers hands if anything should happen. But nothing did. Apart from the new factor of the images for Charlie it was the same as before.

“Well it doesn't really want to talk to me, but I think we have established it's quite safe to hold, give me the gloves and you can have a go.”

Gerty put the dragon down and put on the gloves again, then Charlie picked it up. The second she held the ball there was total clarity, but it was not French or any language Charlie had ever spoken it was distractingly calming.

[Entity Charlie, we are connected]

[Your name is Dragon? you are the entity I am holding?]

[I am not an entity. I am] [...] [...] [I respond to the designator dragon from entity Charlie] [...] [...] [...]

[Why did you not respond to my mother?]

[...] [...]

She wondered if the strange words were another language, they were not like the crackles or static she heard before she held it but seemed real. Maybe there was a translation issue, she could simplify the question maybe.

[There is another entity next to us, she recently tried to contact you, why did you not answer?]

[...] [New Entity Gerty] [...] [unconfigured] [...] [...]

Well that made no sense.

[What are you?]

This time there was no translation, just a series of symbols, some mathematical, some vectors, many she did not recognise, there were obviously still massive translation issues, they continued faster, blurring until she interrupted.

[Can you describe your function in a language I understand?]

[no] [interface] [no] [force] [no] [matter] [no] [compute]

“You are quiet Mama, what do you make of all this?”

Gerty looked at her strangely. “Make of what? What are you talking about sweet? You only just picked it a second ago, then there was some of that static language, and the briefest discontinuity in your thoughts.”

“Interesting Mama.” Charlie related the brief conversation, one she thought lasted maybe two minutes.

“So is it biology, technology or what?” Asked Gerty.

Charlie looked to be thinking, the static appeared again, along with a slightly longer discontinuity from her daughter’s mind. It was only a couple of seconds, then she replied.

“Mostly technology, a silicon, carbon [...] processing [...] matrix [...] [...] field [...] [...] [...] [...] [...] transceivers [...] vacuum [...] source [...] [...] nine-state [..] [...] [...] ..”

Gerty held her head up in surprise, interrupting Charlie. “What the hell are you talking about Charlie! Your thoughts stopped for a second, now half your words are meaningless techno-babble.”

“What? Dragon and I have been talking for nearly an hour Mama, you just stood there still while..”

“No you haven't Charlie!” said Gerty, concerned and looking at the black ball with some apprehension. “You replied to my question almost instantly, maybe two seconds at most, and your thoughts disappeared during that time.”

“Well it's definitely a technology, the [...] of a [...] ..”

Gerty took the ball off Charlie, a worried look on her face as she slowly placed it on the workbench. Charlie's eyes followed her first in a stupor, then suddenly awake.

“Now my dear,” she said seriously, “in plain French, what the hell is that thing?”

Charlie's voice and demeanour changed from her serious one to a more relaxed mother daughter one.

“This is going to sound unbelievable Mama, but the story I got suggests the dragon is some sort of probe.”

“A wha..”

Charlie sat down heavily on the seat.

“Hear me out mother,” she said, in an unusually confused voice. “I’m not saying I understood this properly, or even at all, but if we put aside the idea of magic and limit it to what sounds like science, then that was my interpretation.”

“Here let me give you a bit more detail.”

“I got the impression of two weird looking creatures, they were big and terrifying, like dragonflies but bigger than a great white shark, with six large legs that came out the sides. They had no wings but they flew, and they could disappear and reappear. They were not animals, nor any creature ever recorded by biologists, they were some kind of organic machines that moved across dimensions.”

“A what?” Started Gerty.

“Please Mama! I could just as easily give you an alternative explanation with magic and gods, heaven and hell, but, the pictures were of a second dragon and the image was through the eyes of the first dragon, this dragon. They were black, some kind of scales covered them with large ridges of hard bone rising over the head, like three tall mohicans.”

“Most of the conversation before this stage was maths, then science as it described the table of elements, and something like the standard model of physics, but physics with a different set of forces I could not comprehend. Then I started skipping it as the maths and the science got too difficult to follow, and I moved into their history. That is when I saw one of the machines dead, unmoving on sand, desert I think. I got no references to how it died, or their purpose other than for the entity to gather knowledge.”

“I skipped through time to where this dragon alighted on some sort of mediaeval fortress and was trapped by humans. It was, it seems, surprised by the actions as the creatures had usually fled from it in the past if they ever saw it. I saw images of soldiers with large battle axes hacking off parts of its body, of much death, finally of large men dragging what was left to a keep. It was caged in a dungeon for a long time.”

“The entity I think was the brain and all the semi-organic and organic parts of the creature, but it had died and rotted hundreds of years before, leaving just the technology. What Marija extracted from the skull is some sort of processor that channels forces across dimensions and into matter. Basically it is able to draw, store and manipulate energies from basically well nowhere!”

She could see her mother having a hard time believing her, thinking she had somehow misinterpreted, but she held her hand up pausing any response until she had finished.

“When it was extracted from the skull, the forces that bound the molecular structure of the skeleton were removed, and reverted back to their constituent elements. It tried to explain it to me but it made no sense Mama, I felt like a caveman being shown an iPhone, it would have been much easier to explain it as magic.”

“The communication with us is by one of those forces it tried to explain, all sentience modulates this force in a tiny way at an atomic distance, and me, you, and the other witches, as it calls us, perceive and modulate these resonances at larger distances because of a mutated neuron type we have. The dragon can also use this force across dimensions to both communicate and as a defence mechanism which it used many times to protect its entity.”

“The dragon itself however is not sentient, it does not consider itself an entity, just a device. A device which is more powerful than anything we will have for probably hundreds of thousands of years, but one which still requires sentience to operate.”

“Eventually after many years it was able to alter a human and detected a basic sentience. This was the entity it had no name for, there were many such unnamed entities, finally it perceived one called Es, then Alana, then came Casandra, Marija, Ana, who was Grandma, me, and I think now you.”

“You got all that from it in less than a second?” Said Gerty exasperated.

Charlie nodded, she looked and sounded tired, “I think the big question Mama is not that, but everything else, you know, the whole sentient alien machine probe thing, and the fact that the other dragon is likely in the hands of a narcissistic criminal organisation..”

Gerty sighed. “You're right Charlie, I think however we don't do any more until you get some rest as obviously it is doing something to your metabolism when you communicate like that.”

Charlie grabbed the dragon and put it in her bag, then went back outside with her mother to the sofa under the chestnut tree. They both drank hot chocolates and shared a large Toblerone chocolate bar, Charlie attempting to fill in the gaps in the story in her mind before she fell asleep exhausted.
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Charlie was woken up by Mimi, still on the sofa an hour later.

“Hey Charlie, Anne-Marie is here. Her car is just pulling into the driveway.”

“Thanks Mimi, where is mother?”

“She’s in your library on a phone call with Alice, and has been for nearly an hour, I took a coffee out to her thirty minutes ago.”

Charlie thanked her and got up feeling surprisingly refreshed after her rest. She met Anne-Maria at the door and they walked through to the outside patio knowing the big question on her mind about what happened in the journal. Charlie had fallen asleep last night with this exact dilemma running through her mind, how much should she tell Anne-Marie. She didn't want to lie, but telling the full story would open up a million awkward questions.

“Anne-Marie, I’m glad you made it,” she said, sharing a hug. Anne-Marie was standing there in her pretty yellow dress, the one she had seen in her bedroom and a white hat, shoes, belt and sunglasses that were simple, yet looked quite elegant on her. She popped her sunglasses up onto her hat.

“I wanted to make sure you were alright. Also you did say I should come around so I thought I would come and invite you out for a walk and maybe we could get lunch somewhere..”

“Oh what a nice thought, Mimi was just making some iced tea and sandwiches for lunch, and I was going to have it on the patio, she said she would make enough for you but I can get her to stop if you have somewhere in mind to go..”

She saw Anne-Marie hesitate, she didn't really have anything specific in mind, just to see Charlie. “..Or you can just join me here for a light lunch and we can do something after that, my meeting with the Interpol guy is not until four PM.”

“Oh, I forgot you had a meeting.. I wouldn't want to..”

Charlie smiled, linking her arm through Anne-Marie’s and dragging her through to the rear patio.

“Oh Anne-Marie, you really have no idea what an amazing person you are and what an amazing service you performed for mother and I, in fact for the whole Bergmann family, do you?”

Charlie sat her down, under the umbrella, grabbing her sunglasses from her bag and sliding them on.

“Mother is so excited, so happy to find out that her grandfather was not the monster she thought. There are a few parts of the journal which are still a bit personal to reveal to people outside of the family, but if it was up to her she would adopt you as her daughter tomorrow.”

Charlie could tell that Anne-Marie felt really good that she was able to help, at no point did any other thought come up about wondering what was in the diary, and Charlie relaxed a bit inside, knowing Anne-Marie would not push it further, well at least for today.

“So Anne-Marie, tell me all about what the excitement is about at work and why those men don't need the smartest woman in CERN on the case?”

Anne-Marie smiled, about to say something when Mimi walked out with a large tray with iced teas and two plates of sandwiches. After laying everything out on the table, she left excusing herself that she had something else to do.

“It’s basically gotten too crowded for me. The other guys are fine in that environment but I really don't like all the new people around, so I took two days off. The other three guys are better at all that talking and networking stuff and I guess they will tell me if anything interesting happens or the other teams find something, but I want it to just go back to normal.”

“And what is the end goal of finding the location of this phenomenon?” Said Charlie as she moved an ice tea to Anne-Marie, and took one for herself.

“Oh..” Anne-Marie looked a little confused, Charlie could see in her mind that she wasn't sure. “I don't actually know. I guess they want to locate it so they can stop it, so it won't affect the experiments.”

“And what if the phenomena is natural?”

“Then I guess to understand it, see what it is, how it is produced, why it is so random, how they can reduce its effect on the experiments..”

“Interesting,” said Charlie, “that nobody has discussed this part of it with you. My work is all about conclusions, experiments demand conclusions..”

[...] [...] [...] [...] [entity Anne-Marie] [...] [reconnect] [...] [...]

Anne-Marie screamed at the same time as the unknown words from the dragon were filling Charlie’s mind. Anne-Marie was holding her head, and Charlie saw the problem immediately, she had heard the dragon. No. The dragon had addressed her!

“What is it Anne-Marie?” Charlie said, moving around the table and wrapping her arms around her.

“I, I, thought I heard somebody, something, but it was in my head, in another voice!”

Carl appeared around the corner of the house concerned.

“What is it?” He said. He had a small gun in his hand, pointed down, his eyes examining every angle. Anne-Marie's head was still buried in Charlie's chest and Carl quickly put the gun away before Charlie or Anne-Marie saw it. Mimi came out a few seconds later and asked the same question.

“Hopefully nothing,” said Charlie to the two of them. “Did any of you two feel or hear anything just a few moments ago?”

Both Mimi and Carl shook their heads. Confused.

“No. Just Anne-Marie’s scream.” Said Mimi.

“Same here, Nothing,” said Carl, wary.

“OK then I need to take Anne-Marie to the library to see mother. There is hopefully nothing to get alarmed about. Anne-Marie probably needs a little rest, and mother is better qualified medically than me.”

Charlie began guiding Anne-Marie into the house.

“Anne-Marie, you are OK, I’m here," she repeated softly to her as she walked with her.

“It was a voice, Charlie, not mine, in my head, it said my name.”

“What did it say exactly?” Charlie knew the answer and was panicking slightly herself. The fact Mimi and Carl had not heard the voice was good, but how had Anne-Marie heard it? Oh god, the dragon was still in her bag on the ground under the sofa between Anne-Marie and Charlie..

“It was scratching and hissing and some words and mathematical symbols I think.” Anne-Marie replied, thankfully ignorant to Charlie's thoughts.

They reached the library and Charlie unlocked the door.

“Mother.” She shouted into the room and felt her presence before she shouted.

“Charlie? Anne-Marie?” Her mother came up reading the whole problem directly from Charlie's mind as she arrived. Charlie listened to mothers weak thoughts below the cascade that was Anne-Marie.

“Anne-Marie, can you explain again to mother everything, exactly.”

Anne-Marie repeated the experience of the last few minutes as Charlie went back for their drinks and her bag.

[Dragon please do not contact any human entities. You are hurting the new entity. Do not acknowledge this order] She said calmly knowing it would be obeyed. Dragon was not sentient, she was, she was the entity, she controlled it.

Anne-Marie was calm when she returned, still talking to her mother. She handed Anne-Marie her glass of tea, which she sipped, still shaking a little.

[Don't be mad mother]

Charlie turned to Anne-Marie and took her hand.

“I had a similar experience, when I was twelve in the university library,” said Charlie. “It scared me to death at the time, and I went home with Mama, very upset. I soon realised how little we knew about the mind and the nature of the universe..”

“Quantum consciousness,” said Anne-Marie softly, “I had a crazy thought a few weeks ago that our anomalous signal the WOW department upstairs was trying to trace had also caused that same phenomena.”

“Well, the words ‘quantum consciousness’ themselves don’t actually mean anything,” smiled Gerty. “In fact they are in my opinion the two most overused bullshit words in all of science, and putting them together is even worse!”

“Mama is right, Anne-Marie, A good scientist always asks how and why. The university was either the source of the WOW signal, or alternatively, the consciousness was acting like just another detector.”

“Would you still be scared if we said we both heard the same thing you just did?”

[Charlie, no!]

Anne-Marie looked at Charlie, then at Gerty who were both looking at each other and not at Anne-Marie. She had not even processed the sentence yet, the stare between the mother and daughter seemed.. Uncomfortable.

[Mama, look at Anne-Marie, look into her mind. She has helped us once and there is something there, another connection with the dragon. What if this happens again, uncontrolled, without our support to help her, or in an extreme case somebody like your psychologist?]

[But Charlie, think what this is going to do to her, Anne-Marie is fragile, unprepared..]

[That is my point Mama. We can be here for her. Who else can do this? Would you have her go mad on her own not understanding, when we can be with her to help guide her through it. We can learn together]

[I.. I.. Oh Charlie, I don't know]

Gerty began to weep, not of sadness, or happiness, but for a way of life about to change. Charlie moved in and hugged her mother, looking fondly at Anne-Marie.

Anne-Marie looked on, unsure if it was her causing this.

“It’s not you who caused this Anne-Marie,” said Charlie softly. “It is you she is crying for, just as she cried for me twelve years ago. Just know you are with the two best friends you will ever have.”

Charlie picked up the tablet with the decoded journal on it.

“Let us finish the story together over there on the sofa, it is going to shock you a lot but remember I will be next to you and so will mother, one of us will always be with you.”
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Anne-Marie stayed by Charlie and Gerty as they went through the journal. At no point did the two women break from their serious but concerned demeanours. After they finished the journal, Gerty took the story up to her troubled birth. Retelling the story was painful to her, and she again found herself in tears, though Anne-Marie was also in a state of shock.

“The journal, the dragon, the..” She hesitated to say the word. “The magic. It’s true then?”

“Yes.” Said Charlie stoically. “But this is the beginning of the story, and you and I know there is no such thing as magic, only science we do not yet understand.”

Charlie got up from the sofa still holding Anne-Marie’s hand and looking into her eyes deeply. “However we now get to the point where our current understanding of science has broken down and you have a choice to walk away or to stay with us on the journey and help us uncover what is really happening.”

“There is however one thing you need to know,” said Gerty seriously. “You have already crossed a line in the sand. What you know so far is dangerous enough to get you or all of us killed, or even worse put in cages like lab rats should you mention it to anyone. Regardless of which path you choose this will have to always remain a secret between the three of us..”

“..And no,” added Charlie, “not even Michael can know, because even knowing the information is enough to get him killed as well. We will find a way to get this information safely to the world eventually, but it needs to be under terms and conditions which keep us all safe.”

Gerty continued. “Remember Anne-Marie, we may have a lot of power in Switzerland, but ours is a tiny country surrounded by large predators, any of which would not hesitate to take the information you know by force, and they most certainly will not use it for the betterment of mankind.”

“Do you understand?”

Anne-Marie thought deeply for at least thirty seconds, processing the data logically. Then she looked at Charlie.

[You can really read my mind, can't you?] thought Anne-Marie.

“Yes, I can read your surface thoughts,” said Charlie. “As can my mother. You need to be very close though, and no crowds. It is how we do our job, how we help, and why there are no other negotiators. It is hidden behind these Sherlock Holmes, mentalist-like insights which are fake but have enough credibility to be believed.”

“So you know my answer is yes then.” Anne-Marie said smiling at both of them for the first time since she arrived.

They both hugged her.

“This next part is going to be a bit scary,” said Charlie. “The thing you heard and saw in your head was the artefact called the dragon. I have been hearing it since I was twelve, and my mother only heard it for the first time today. Up until I read the diary yesterday, I had diagnosed it as a kind of split personality disorder in my mind. We also think there are two of them and they are the source of the WOW anomaly CERN and Fermi-lab may be looking for..”

“Before we go any further Charlie,” said Gerty, “it is nearly two o'clock, you need to postpone a meeting with a certain American Interpol agent, and I need to get us all a serious amount of chocolate and a refill for my coffee.”
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Anne-Marie shrank back a little when Charlie pulled out the dragon from her bag.

“We believe it is safe,” Gerty said, “we have checked for radiation and also done a simple check for electromagnetic emissions, but there was nothing we could detect. But we also need to remember it is very, very, advanced technology, and like any advanced technology we have no idea, so we must take this slowly and carefully.”

Charlie went through what she saw when she communicated with the dragon a few hours earlier, Anne-Marie’s face getting more and more excited as she tried to ask scientific questions that Charlie had no answers for.

“We know from the journal that this can be extremely dangerous. This and the other one have probably killed thousands of people throughout history. But it seems that danger is either a defensive response or a command given by a sentient entity, that is you, me, or Mama.”

“I know it has some rules built in, like an alien version of Asomov’s three laws of robotics, the first rule seems to be the same as his, in that it will not harm an entity. I think you, me, and Mama are therefore safe. But there are other people in the house and closeby and whatever triggers this, we know that walls are not an obstacle..”

“Ask it!” Anne-Marie said, “you keep treating it in the third-person when it is here and available to answer questions.”

Charlie shrugged, grabbed the dragon and immediately spoke.

“Yes, it does not consider the others sentient if they cannot communicate with it, you are not sentient until it has a map of your [...] entity [...] Damn, er, some kind of imprint which it creates during contact.”

She offered the dragon to Anne-Marie.

“No it will not harm you,” said Charlie. “Consider it a kind of scan, though why it needs physical touch when it operates on another dimension and through another force which transcends matter I do not know..”

“Sorry I do know,” she said immediately realising she could just ask the question. “It is a pattern identifier in this universe which it needs to encode on a specific neuron type is my best guess, the longer it has to encode this the stronger the connection. It will try to convert normal neuron cells but if they are already formed it may destroy the cell.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about sweetie, are you basically saying that the longer you hold it the better your connection gets?” said Gerty.

“Or you die!” Said Charlie to concerned faces from both women.

“OK I need to check some more.” Again she went quiet for a second opening her eyes a little more slowly like she was tired.

“It recognises all three of us and we all have the correct neuron types so yes we are all safe.”

“You look so tired sweetie,” said her mother.

“It is tiring, yet I felt good after only an hour of rest and that bar of chocolate, do you think I could get some more?”

Gerty smiled, “There must truly be a god if I now have an excuse to eat chocolate every day.”

Anne-Marie reached over apprehensively to Charlie. The two women watched as she took it, and her thoughts disappeared. Anne-Marie sat still for a few seconds, then her whole body collapsed into the sofa, still holding the dragon.

Charlie immediately grabbed it off her.

“I can hear her thoughts, REM sleep,” said Gerty. “She is just sleeping I think.”

[What did you do!] said Charlie to the dragon.

[Entity Anne-Marie went through the] [...] [...] [first level until she disconnected]

[Explain?]

[level one teaching was initiated by entity Anne-Marie] [disconnected at four nine five five eight time units]

“This is one of the concepts I failed to understand, Mama. Unless you are specific, a dragon does not have a standard concept of time like us. A time unit for it is the shortest time it takes to deliver a packet of information to an entity. Let me check..”

Gerty felt Charlie’s mind drop out for a tiny fraction of a second.

“OK. Dragon said she was doing some sort of training course. I would say poor Anne-Marie was doing it for nearly fifteen hours in dragon time. Her mind must be exhausted I think.”

[dragon, can you limit the connection to one thousand of your time units. Human entities require sleep to function, this is what happened with entity Anne-Marie]

[I can if you instruct me and she does not override your instruction]

[Do it please for all human entities effective immediately]

“Well, I am at least glad she had a large piece of chocolate cake,” said Gerty. “Let’s get her to a guest bedroom to rest.”

“No, I think a strange room will frighten her, I will go get a blanket and some pillows and we can take turns being here. I better not use the dragon as I have that meeting at six and I don't want to be tired myself.”
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Charlie had switched the afternoon meeting with Ethan to six o'clock and to the dining room in the house rather than go into town. The kitchen staff at her uncle's house were used to preparing dinners at short notice and were happy to come over and help, especially as Mimi was still preparing for her exhibition.

Ethan Curran was driven from his hotel to their house by one of uncle’s chauffeurs and he arrived bang on time at six.

Charlie was curious to see what the man looked like, and a little of his background and had cheated by checking the Interpol personnel database a few days after the meeting was arranged. Ethan had done the same, getting a very filtered subset of the woman now before him.

“Good evening Ethan, I apologise for the last-minute re-arrangements of the time and venue, I hope I can make it up to you with dinner,” she said pleasantly in French, holding out her hand to shake.

She left mother with Anne-Marie in the library, grabbed an hour's sleep then showered, performed her usual ritual on her hair and changed into a more official and elegant dress. The man was also well dressed, a light Italian suit and shoes, a hand taller than her and fit looking, but it was his face she found fascinating, she had never seen green eyes before and they were hard not to focus on. Neither was he wearing the glasses from his Interpol profile picture.

“Good evening to you Miss Schneider..”

“Charlie remember!” She interrupted as he took her hand for a short handshake.

“..Charlie, it is a beautiful place you have here, I really didn't expect it to be so palatial. And you yourself look quite amazing if I may be so bold.”

His French was average, but he was definitely a little out of practice.

“Why thank you Ethan, you can be as bold as you like as long as they are all compliments.” She switched to English. “However while your French is quite good I suspect my English is much much better and I would rather you not be on the back foot during any of our discussions. Also the waiting staff do not speak English. Is this acceptable to you?”

God this woman was amazing he thought, and Charlie smiled.

“Yes, English would be preferable, I can get by but I am certainly out of practice.”

“Don't demean yourself,” she said, escorting him to the dining table which had been laid out with four places, in case mother decided to join or even Anne-Marie. “Practice makes perfect and I do believe you have a few other languages under your belt, so you’re certainly heads and shoulders above most of the people who I meet.”

She sat at the head of the table and put him directly to her left so they were close. A serving woman came out of nowhere with a bottle of her cousin's best wine.

“Can I tempt you with a local wine or would you like something a bit more.. American?” She smiled playfully.

“Come now Charlie, Americans are not as bad as your media make them out to be, and the wine I am sure will be excellent.”

“Touche!” She said, thinking this man wasn't going to be a pushover, she needed to up her game a little.

She thanked the serving lady after she had finished pouring and moved off. The house staff at her uncles were the best in the world, they knew when to come over, a brief look or a nod was all that it took and they left as soon as their task was finished, never hanging around. She preferred the informality of Mimi but also appreciated the upper class game when it was played correctly.

“It seems we have a common enemy in the group called The ElderNacht,” she said without preamble. “You need to know exactly what I know and if there was anything I missed out of the report I sent.”

Ethan was caught a little off guard. The woman was young, charming, sophisticated but her directness surprised him.

“Yes. I suspect they murdered the three men to cover up something..”

“Three men? There were two murders in Munich, the other was critical but stable, has he now died?”

Damn, he was hoping not to mention Crane.

“No Charlie..”

He was trying to delicately frame what she already knew.

“..There was another man in San Francisco. A, Mr Crane, a hired assassin. We caught him at the airport, but he was murdered before the agency could question him.”

“In CIA custody, so there is a mole in the CIA too?”

He thought back to what he just said, was there some nuance..

“I never said he was in CIA custody.”

Hmm, smart, she would need to be careful of this one.

“You said agency, and as you are currently seconded to the CIA from Interpol I made the simple leap. My uncle Frank is head of Interpol in Lyon, I am also an uncommitted Interpol agent, remember our phone call?”

“Yes sorry, he was murdered in CIA custody, we do believe his target in San Francisco airport was you, and was to frame your murder on the CIA. I believe it was because you recently were present at the Munich interviews.”

“Highly likely. But the bad guys rarely come after negotiators, just like they rarely come after policemen, especially if they are one hundred percent guilty. They only come after you if they think you know something they don't want you to know and that means there is more to the story I am not yet seeing.”

“What is an uncommitted Interpol agent?” He said in a nice segue.

“Simply that I am considered an Interpol agent when I need to be, as in when I was investigating The ElderNacht and I needed access to their records.” Charlie paused and faintly nodded to the server who came over with soup.

“That was quite an impressive report you wrote, I don't think I have seen one so summarised and accurate.”

“Why thank you Ethan, and I guess I should also say thank you for saving my life in San Francisco. I assume it was you?”

Ethan thought back to the wink she gave the one way screen and gave her the briefest of smiles before he took a sip of the soup.. Wow it was good, even better than his moms!

“This soup is really good, Charlie,” he said, breaking off a small bit of bread.

“I will let Francois, my uncle's Chef, know when I see him next.” She smiled a sexy smile and got the response she expected. So he was a little attracted to her. Nice to know.

“Regarding the summary, I built a new large language model trained on the information I had in order to get the information. I still have it and I am happy to give it to the CIA so they can add their own database to it and see if the summary changes.”

“You built a..”

“Oh yes sorry, I can get a bit techy at times. That is why I was in California to upgrade my computer skills, the new AI model was a spin-off from my training. It was quite a task to separate the wheat from the chaff, and The ElderNacht has its fingers in a lot of bad pies.”

“Horrible metaphor, but I do agree. And thank you. I am not as tech savvy as most, but I will get your program to the correct people who do know these things and I will share with you any new information I get.”

They made a few more pleasantries as their bowls were removed and their glasses topped up. Then new plates were put in front of them and a big dish put between them, the server removed the lid.

“Spaghetti and meatballs! You gotta be kidding me, my favourites.”

“The chef seems to have found this recipe online from a, Helga Curran, it seems she has a little YouTube channel. Plus there is no word in the French language for burger and fries.”

Charlie smiled as did Ethan at the little joke.

“Helga Curran is my mom, you went online and found my favourite recipe!” His smile was infectious, “God Charlie, I could kiss you!”

“Now, now, Ethan, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, firstly the chef did, and secondly my mother is probably in the other room and doesn't take kindly to strange men kissing her daughter.”

Then he reached for the bowl and helped himself to a large helping, passing the shallow bowl over to her after.

[Oh my god, this is delicious] She read his thoughts but his expression was giving the same information in buckets.

Charlie took a smaller portion and tried them.

“My, they are quite nice, I guess we have two chefs to thank for this one.”

She dabbed her nose with her napkin as a little bit of sauce flicked onto it. “Glad I didn't wear white, I guess eating meatballs is an art-form.”

“Now regarding tomorrow,” Charlie said.

“Sorry, yes, back to the case. Er, tomorrow..”

“The Bern museum has a lot of un-scanned information on the Nazi occupation of Italy and especially on the Nazi occultist who worked in Rome who looks to have started The ElderNacht. We will be driving there at ten AM, it is almost a two hour drive from here and you are welcome to join me or you can do your own investigations here and wait to see my summary.”

“We?”

“My Bodyguard and Driver Simon. He wants to talk to his counterparts in the FIS.”

“The FI..” His look of confusion resolved immediately. “Oh yes the Swiss secret service, it is sometimes easy to forget even small stable countries have intelligence agencies.”

She smiled.

“We also have a few other diplomatic resources we can call on in the Caribbean. The French Foreign Office keeps its eyes on that particular island, and The ElderNacht especially, it seems they like to sow the seeds of rebellion in the surrounding populations. The French diplomatic service also owes my mother a big favour which I intend to collect on while I am in the Capital.”

“If I was looking for the best outcome though, I think our best bet is to directly question one of The ElderNacht members themselves.”

“That last one may take time to arrange, but as far as the trip to Bern goes I will accompany you Charlie, firstly because I am concerned you are still in danger. and secondly we can discuss this more on the journey.”

She nodded. “Then we are settled, Ethan. No more business talk this evening, tell me a bit more about yourself..”
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Ethan left at eight thirty as it was getting dark, she thanked the staff and wandered back into the library wondering why neither Gerty nor Anne-Marie showed up. She walked in to find both sleeping on the large sofa, the dragon still in her mothers hand.

She took the dragon carefully out of her mothers hands so as not to wake her and checked Anne-Marie who was still sleeping contently.

[dragon, please relate last activity with entity Gerty]

[learning mode eight thousand time units in eight separate sessions as per instructions]

Oh Mama! She thought shaking her head as she went upstairs to get more bedding and pillows. She then called Simon to help her move another sofa into the room, and he helped move her mother carefully onto it.

“Sweet dreams,” she said quietly, thanked Simon, went to the kitchen to get a hot chocolate then went over to the last remaining comfy chair in the library.

She picked up the dragon from behind the cushion where she had hidden it from Simon while he was here, sat down heavily, and looked at it. So innocuous, what marvels were packed into this tiny structure she would never understand. Yes she was very smart, but not as smart as others such as Anne-Marie, who had worked all their lives in a particular field. She also knew that memory capacity did not directly relate to processing capacity, most of the human population were now living proof of that, just give a stupid person a smart phone!

She wondered briefly about bringing Simon, Carl and Mimi in on it too, all were trustworthy, and probably deserved to know the danger they were possibly in, but it felt like a step too far.

[dragon what do you know about The ElderNacht]

[insufficient information]

Hmm [OK dragon, tell me about the second dragon, are you in contact with it?]

[...] [processing element] [...] [disconnected from entity] [contactable]

[what is the location of] [the second dragon?]

[...] [...] [...] [...]

How to do distance, maybe do one of those training courses that Gerty and Anne-Marie covered.. No, that would take too long. I need the information now.

[what is the physical size of this unit?] a bit loose but..

[...]

[in French]

[in what dimension?] replied the dragon.

Huh! God this was infuriating! [The dimension of length..]

[not understood]

OK no that wasn't right, OK a little assumption [the first dimension]

[four seven three] [..]

OK, this might work.

[equate point oh six five metres to the size of this unit and the dimension name to length]

It stayed quiet, she shrugged, here goes nothing.

[how distant is the second dragon in the dimension length and the unit metres]

[five seven eight three five two nine metres]

Oh wow, she ran over to her world map, grabbed some pencil and string. It didn't line up on Costa Verde as she expected, it was a bit short, covering most of the east coast of the USA, central Africa, India, China, all the way up to the north pole.. Damn it could still be anywhere, she really needed a direction!

Charlie sat in her chair thinking about how to do direction. The obvious answer was to get another reading from a different position but the dragon was dangerous and she didn’t want to take it anywhere it could be lost, stolen or damaged.

Wait, oh stupid! She looked around and found the big globe next to another bookcase. Damn! The distance the dragon would have given was the euclidean distance, straight through the earth, not the distance along the surface of the earth. She ran back to her computer and ran the conversion then drew the new slightly longer distance over the surface of the earth. It bisected exactly the east coast of Costa Verde, across the land owned by The ElderNacht. It wasn't conclusive by any means but it did fit some current facts.

[What is the status of the second dragon]

[...] [...] [...] [...]

Oh god, this would never get easy she thought as the strange symbols, crackles, hisses and mathematics crashed through her mind.

[Stop!] Now how to phrase this.. [how many human minds are within one thousand metres of the second dragon?]

[there are three hundred and twenty seven humans]

[How many human entities has the second dragon communicated with?]

[nineteen entities none successful]

[How many units of time was the last attempted communication?]

[eighty six thousand two hundred and seven units]

So a few days. So they know about the dragon and they are trying to get control of it. God she also really needed to take a small amount of time to give it human units of measure.

[Can you shut down the second dragon]

[no]

[Can you block the second dragon from any further human communication attempts?]

[no]

Well it was worth a try. But they will get lucky sometime. She and Gerty were special but there were obviously other outliers like Anne-Marie who could gain control of it. She dreaded the thoughts of what an organisation such as The ElderNacht had planned for when that happened.

Wait what happened to the others who..

[dragon, what is the status of the nineteen human entities that attempted communication with the second dragon]

[their identifications no longer exist]

[dead, you mean?]

[...] [...] [dead]

Ouch, so nineteen people died, this was bad. God she was getting tired too, just talking to the dragon really took it out on her. At least she did not need to physically hold it any longer, it seemed the short time they had been communicating closely was long enough for it to do whatever it did to get familiar with her. She put it back in the vault and sealed it.

Charlie spent a short time giving the dragon some more units of measure, like kilometres, hours, minutes, she knew they would be useful later then she looked at her mother and Anne-Marie asleep and decided to call it a night herself. She thought for a moment about sleeping on the chair, but decided on her bed setting an alarm for 8 a.m. just in case, though she was sure Simon would wake her as they had to pick up Ethan at his hotel at nine thirty.
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​An Act of Desperation
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ANNE-MARIE AND MAMA were still sleeping when she entered the library at eight-fifty AM. She turned the main lights on, overriding the dim desktop light she had left on in the corner overnight, and saw slight movements from both women.

Gerty awoke first, Anne-Marie moved a little then settled back down snoozing.

“Hi Mama, wakey, wakey!” Charlie said spiritedly.

“Huh..” Grunted Gerty.

“It is almost 9 a.m. Mama! Mimi is just getting some strong coffee. You and Anne-Marie crashed out last night and I decided to leave you both here, Anne-Marie should be awake soon, and you will probably both be hungry.”

She walked up to Gerty and kissed her on the head looking at Anne-Marie. “Can you talk to CERN and get Anne-Marie excused from work for the rest of the week at least. The ElderNacht has the second dragon and are trying to control it. We are going to need all hands on deck.”

“Our dragon is back in the vault and I am going to Bern with Simon and the American Agent Ethan in twenty minutes..”

Mimi walked in with a tray, some mugs, and a big pot of percolated coffee on it.

“Oh my Gerty,” she smiled, “a bit old for sleepovers aren't we!” She slid some papers out of the way on the small table next to them and unloaded the coffee.

She looked at Anne-Marie. “Is she OK?” She said, concerned.

“Just fine,” said Gerty, “once she calmed down we ended up talking most of the afternoon and evening, I guess we just got carried away.”

“Charlie said to make pancakes with lots of honey and maple syrup, so if you can get Miss Sleepyhead awake in the next twenty minutes.. Oh and it’s raining so we are eating inside.”

Mimi turned around, grabbing some old drink glasses and plates and putting them onto the tray before leaving.

“I expect I will be back before six,” said Charlie, as she started her way out of the door. “If you could also let your person in the French embassy know I will be there this afternoon to collect on that favour, it would be good too.”

Gerty waved her off, rubbing her eyes. “Go!”

Charlie walked out of the room into the kitchen, Simon was eating a stack of about six pancakes, impossible to tell exactly because of the ample covering of maple syrup.

“Ten minutes Charlie!” He said between bites, not even looking at her.

Charlie grabbed a plate and the top pancake off the pile Mimi had made, then opened the honey and scraped lashings of the thick yellow buttery manuka on it.

“OK, let's go!” Said Simon scraping his chair as he got up eight minutes later.
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The Priest watched through his binoculars from his boat five hundred metres offshore. An old fishing rod propped up to make it look like he was fishing. The operation would begin in about forty minutes, he had been told that the team would then drive to the house, capture the younger negotiator woman and kill anyone else there. The helicopter would then pick everyone up, and get them to a small airfield near Turin where she would be returned for interrogation.

The earlier rain had dulled his spirits, and he was still annoyed he wasn't considered important enough to be involved in anything other than getting the gate opened. But he would have the last laugh, incorporating it into his plan, letting The ElderNacht get the blame for the killings, and the robbery, and then providing a quick way out of the country by helicopter.

He had left the gas on in the rental accommodation before he left, and had triggered the small incendiary device when he was a few hundred metres offshore, enjoying the distant pop and wisp of smoke. Let the police and firemen try and find anything from the ashes!

As he was deliberating, and screwing the silencer onto his gun, his eyes caught the tiny black Mercedes driving off in the distance. Probably one of the negotiators, hopefully the young one, and the black bodyguard. He didn't care, it wasn't his operation any more, and if The ElderNacht thought they could do better than him then good luck to them.

He checked his watch again, still thirty nine minutes until the fireworks began, but time to begin his own plan. Twenty minutes later he clicked the small lever to engage forward gear, he eased the boat up to a gentle speed, aiming for the small pier, only a groundskeeper, a housekeeper and an old woman now stood in his way.
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The large white van had been stolen from an air-conditioning contractor that morning and the back was now packed with a dozen large LPG cylinders and C4 explosives.

Matheus and three of his team followed the white van in two older white BMW’s to the back security gate, manned by two guards. Their contact had already given the correct authorisation to admit them and they passed through without any trouble or even anyone having a brief glance into the vehicles.

Their man was waiting outside the building for them at 10 a.m. as instructed. He was obviously not aware of what was about to happen, just told to provide access to the building so they could obtain a backup tape.

Matheus got out of the car, three others after him and four more from the second car, leaving just the driver of the van. All the men were dressed in the white overalls of the air conditioning company, but despite this none of them looked like contractors and the man waiting outside knew something was not right.

Matheus walked up to him.

“You have the access key?” He said in English in his thick German accent.

“Why do you need eight men to steal a tape backup..”

Matheus grabbed the man around the throat and pushed him up to the wall.

“Do you have the access key?” He said very forcefully.

The man's trembling hands reached into his lab coat and pulled out an RFID card.

“Are the WOW team all in there?”

“Yes.” His voice trembled.

The man never said another word as Matheus pulled him back and slammed his head against the concrete wall. His scream was cut off immediately and the man fell like a rag-doll, blood pouring from the wound.

“You!” He said to the nearest man, “dump him over there behind the barrels, you,” he pointed at the van driver, “get the van against that roller door and set the timer for twenty minutes. The rest of you, load up and come with me, we are out of here in ten.”

Seven men followed him through the door all armed with automatic weapons. The muted thuds of gunfire inside started a minute later.
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The explosion shook the CERN complex and woke up most of the surrounding area. A massive cloud rose from the remains of the data centre and the WOW laboratory.

The two cars rolled past the security gates just seconds before the explosion and on to the D35 driving to the vineyard. The hard job was done, the next part should be easy.

Downstairs, Luc, Carlos and Michael were working at their computers. The enormous explosion was simultaneous with the power going out, and followed by several roof beams and tonnes of concrete falling from the ceiling, pipes burst and water, air and some other gases began to pour out.

A crash and a scream from Luc’s direction was the last thing Michael heard.
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Charlie and Ethan occupied the back seats of the car. They had been driving for an hour going over what Charlie had recently found out. She mentioned it was an artefact and she was not specific to its function, but hinted that The ElderNacht believed it had a similar power to the Ark of the Covenant.

Ethan was of course rightly sceptical and certainly not taking it as seriously as she had hoped. Charlie was in the middle of explaining how the founder of The ElderNacht was an occultist Nazi when Ethan’s phone picked up the Interpol alert.

She caught Simon glancing back briefly through the mirror, but otherwise he had been his usual focused self since giving Ethan the once over and nodding.

“Sorry, I should have had it on silent,” he said, pulling it out of his breast pocket and looking at the message.

Charlie read what he read.

“Oh my god, there has been some sort of shooting and explosion at the CERN facility, it says here it..”

Dragon interrupted her as simultaneously she felt a wave of dread.

[Entity Gerty requests help]

“Simon. Turn around NOW!” Charlie screamed.

As she said it, Simon felt a massive wave of dread wash over him. The road was wet, and several cars, in front of him, swerved the same time he did, one on the opposite side dangerously crossing the centre line, but recovering swiftly.

His special training kicked in, he did not know what the threat was yet. Normally without further information he would have sped up not slowed down, but Simon knew who Charlie was and what she did, and quietly suspected she was a lot more than she seemed. In all his years of driving her until now she had been the perfect passenger, albeit one who preferred sitting next to him and talking too much.

Once it slowed enough the powerful Mercedes turned as gracefully as any three tonne vehicle doing sixty kilometres an hour on a wet road could, leaving an almost perfect semi-circle of black tyre marks in its wake. His course corrected, he floored the throttle and all of them were pushed back in their seats.

The road was luckily quiet, he activated his blue and red flashing lights specially fitted to his last three official vehicles but never once used, then started to remember the speed-dial process that would connect his cell phone with Carls. But Charlie was already on the phone. Ignoring Ethan trying to get her attention.

“Carl, Gerty is in trouble and may be hurt..”

“Yes, don't ask, I just know!” Her voice was powerful and assertive, one used to being obeyed when the time dictated. Simon had been present one or two times where his hand was quivering on his concealed 38 as Charlie, then a twenty one year old repeatedly used that same voice to throw allegations at men almost as big as him.

“We are on our way back, Simon is breaking every traffic regulation in Switzerland now, but maybe forty minutes.”

“Yes. Immediately!”

“Bye.”

She turned to him. “Simon, please don't ask, but something terrible has happened, I don't know what or how I just feel it. The words were coming out more and more mumbled from her, a million events in her mind vying for attention. Her emotions broke down into tears, pushing everything out but two voices.

Ethan did not have a clue what was happening, the fact they were now heading back to Geneva at an extremely scary rate of knots was good. The fact Charlie seemed to have changed completely seemed bad. He wasn't sure exactly what to say seeing her in tears like this, and did the most logical thing and put his arms softly around her.

[Tell entity Gerty I am forty minutes away and Carl has been called]

[Contact with Entity Gerty intermittent]

She quickly analysed the two events.

[dragon, how many human minds are within your immediate range?]

[five]

Damn. Mimi and Aurelian, Mother would never use the dragon to defend her and Anne-Marie, that one intruder, hopefully Carl could get there in time.

[What is the status of Entity Gerty and Entity Anne-Marie?]

[No contact with Gerty in forty eight seconds, no contact with Entity Anne-Marie in seventeen hours, thirteen minutes and twenty one seconds]

But five minds, so mother and Anne–Marie were probably still alive if there was one intruder, or maybe there were two intruders and.. She did not want to go there and more tears came.

Simon was too professional to take his attention from the road, he was flying past cars, the speedometer dangerously hovering at two hundred and twenty five on the straight road. He could somehow also feel something was wrong, but the fight or flee scenarios, chiselled into him, knew to follow orders. And the only order he or the other bodyguards had ever received for the past fifteen years was to protect Gerty and her daughter, and of course his beloved Mimi.

Both Ethan and Simon were desperate for answers. Ethan glanced at the report scrolling down through the tiny amount of information he had, it seemed to be targeted at something called the WOW facility.

“The ElderNacht was responsible for the attack. I believe my mother is their next target.”

“But how do you know?” Began Ethan.

“I just know!” She said a bit angrily and without explanation. The same sense of fear shivered through him and made him back off unsure.

Simon pressed the throttle down a little harder as the road opened up. He flew by a large truck so fast it looked to be stationary, then eased off back to a hundred and seventy, having to shift his foot from the accelerator to the brake as the regenerative braking struggled to feed back so much power back into the batteries.

A call came in and he activated the speaker immediately with a tap to the wheel control.

“Go ahead, over!”

“Carl here, ETA at the house in forty seconds, silent alarm has just been triggered, I am going in hot. Local forces alerted, ETA nine minutes behind me. Signing off. Over.”

He knew Carl well, he had been Charlie’s protection detail for the last year and had definitely saved her life on the Russian border incident. He could run faster, fight, bench press and shoot better than he could, and Simon considered him a total professional.

It was a thankless task protecting two castles that were four kilometres apart, and he was not going to insult Carl's professionalism by stating the three women were on-site defenceless. Nor was Simon going to make any stupid emotional outbursts to be careful of them. Carl was going in hot, that means he was weapons live and like Simon he would identify all targets before shooting to kill.

“Roger, ETA thirty minutes. Over and Out.”

Charlie turned to Ethan. “Carl said the wrong combination entered by my mother caused the alert. Gerty could not have physically made a mistake, we talked hypothetically on this some years back so whatever the number she entered was, it meant something.”

“Ethan, your iPad please.”

He paused a second, then gave it to her without question.

Her hands worked a browser screen for a few seconds, looking at the seemingly random numbers. “OK unfortunately there are no cameras inside of the house and the outside security system has gone off-line, but the door access control system is still active, the keypad entry has letters as well as numbers,” she said. “The code she entered was fourteen digits, 62844270372653.”

Charlie thought for maybe five seconds, “there are two million, eight hundred and thirty four thousand letter combinations..”

Ethan stared at her and the screen with the 14 digit code on open-eyed, wondering where the calculation was coming from, surely she was not doing this in her head!

Charlie missed his thoughts, her brain deep into the calculations. She had never before exhibited her abilities so blatantly to strangers, but she was past caring, Also Ethan seemed to be one of the good guys.

“OK There are forty seven possible words or phrases. The only string that matches what we currently know is the name MATHEUS FRANKE, who is a high-up member of The ElderNacht.”

Ethan was still trying to understand how she got the name, he pictured an image of the keypad on his desk phone, damn how did she do that!

The blue and red flashing lights were having their effect. Simon was too professional to compromise Charlie's safety, and he knew the limits of the car and the road even in the wet.

She moved off Ethan, wiping her eyes and nose with a hankie. “I was wondering whether it was relevant to say a minute ago, but regardless of your scepticism, The ElderNacht believes that CERN can somehow detect this artefact using one of their large detector arrays.”

She could sense his wavering, and continued more forcefully.

“You do not have to believe in a terrorist's religious beliefs or their deity, but you do have to believe they will steer passenger planes into skyscrapers if they think it is rightful for their cause.”

He snapped back to life. “I believe you. How long does it take to drive from CERN to your house?”

“Ten minutes if you don't care about traffic regulations.”

[So they may be there already] Ethan gulped, he did not want to say what Charlie already knew. He refreshed the tablet they had been using and started pulling up summaries relating to CERN.

“The Islamic martyrs have claimed responsibility..” He read off the page. “Wait, It says here that the Fermi-lab scientists arrived this week.”

“The terrorist part is bullshit!” Said Charlie, “but Anne-Marie already mentioned Fermi-lab. They have a similar project, and just this week started to combine their efforts..”

“Do you think that is why they made their move? Because they thought CERN and Fermi-lab would find this artefact?”

“Yes I believe so,” she sniffed. “But this move seems more like an act of desperation to prevent us finding out what we already know, which is that they are on the Island of Costa Verde in the Caribbean.”

Simon ignored them, concentrating one hundred percent on the road ahead. Charlie appreciated Simon. Like her, when he needed to do his job he did it effectively and no questions asked. Yet she could sense his worry for Mimi encouraging him to want to take more risks. His training also knew shaving a few seconds off the journey would also likely mean they may not get there. And he needed to get to the woman he loved.

Whatever Charlie and Gerty did, he had never seen anytime where they had not drawn the correct conclusions. There were whispers, and people speculated, but their talent was an amazing force for good. Still in some cases there were bad guys who felt aggrieved at the decisions. People went to jail, companies lost billions. The cases were thankfully few as the girls generally turned over that part to the authorities, but sometimes bad just happened.

Simon's thoughts turned briefly from the driving to ensure Charlie was OK. She was sobbing, which even he, a man who was hardened by years of training couldn't fail to acknowledge, he had known her since she was five, a daughter in everything but name. Twenty three minutes to go.
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[... ] [...] [...] [...] [...]

Gerty barely heard the dragon in her head, she was in complete agony. The pain from the silenced bullet going through her right hand would have dropped her to the floor had not the gun then turned on Mimi.

[dragon] [tell] [entity Charlie] [I] [need] [help] Each thought was pushed out between the waves of pain.

She was glad she had found out how to turn off the defence function of the dragon. The winery and main highway were both under a kilometre away, and the thought of dozens, maybe hundreds of innocent people dying in such horrendous fashion as described in the journal had weighed heavy on her mind. Please Carl get here!

Mimi had been calm up until that point, she had reluctantly opened the gate, after the man had shot Gerty in the hand, and then threatened to shoot her in the head. Gerty was now having trouble processing the thoughts of two people through the pain, her dress was wrapped around her hand, and soaked in her blood. She could see Mimi’s countenance waver as the gun was suddenly turned from Gerty’s head to hers..

“The vault,” he said to Gerty, “or China Girl here gets the next bullet through her skull.”

His thoughts were pure evil. They told her that he had already shot the old groundskeeper, and would keep the Chinese woman alive long enough to get in the vault and convince the old woman that she had a chance. But they were all going to die, neither he, nor The ElderNacht wanted any witnesses.

There was another ten minutes until The ElderNacht arrived to see what a good job he had done. Just ten minutes to fill his backpack with the loot from that vault, then he would live the dream. Fuck Matheus Franke, fuck The ElderNacht and fuck this old cow, he would be rich.

Gerty was confused though. There was not much money in the vault, two or three thousand francs petty cash, a few documents maybe, but the only thing worth stealing, the bearer bonds, were returned last month. Any of the paintings and even the jewellery in her bedside jewellery box would have been worth far more.

The problem was that Anne-Marie was still in the library, still asleep on a sofa just a few metres from the vault. She could not let him in, nor could she watch Mimi murdered.

Another wave of pain hit as the gunman pushed Gerty and Mimi in front of him. Mimi turned around unexpectedly and went for the man.

“No!” Gerty tried to say, but the man had seen it coming a millisecond before and had pistol whipped her across the head for her troubles.

Mimi went down, blood pooling near the wound. Gerty screamed.

“She’s not dead yet, but I will still kill her if you don't get that fucking vault open now!”

They left Mimi unconscious on the floor, and walked to the vault. On her first attempt entering the password on the keypad, she entered the words MATHEUS FRANKE, using the small letters printed over the number on the key. The name would be helpful to Charlie, and trigger the silent alarm if Carl was not already on his way. It was all she could think to delay the inevitable.

As the entry pad rejected the combination and turned red, his fist smashed into the side of her head, knocking her to the floor, a flood of pain hit her again.

“Don't mess with me bitch.” The words were in her head before they were in her ears, “next one and you die.”

He was not joking, he was going to kill her whatever she did, Mimi too and there was nothing she could do to stop him. Her only chance of both of them getting out of here alive was for Carl to get here. She knew Carl would be on his way, and knew from the exercises that they did, that it would be four minutes minimum to arrive at the front door. It was four minutes she knew she did not have, but she could at least buy more time for Mimi and Anne-Marie.

She sensed the new thoughts as Anne-Marie woke up.

She screamed. “Please don't kill me, please don't kill me!” In hope Anne-Marie would hear and hide at least.

[Dragon, tell entity Anne-Marie to hide or she will die!] She forced the thoughts out, not physically able to hear its reply because of the pain.

The man was working on having ten minutes, until some sort of backup arrived and they flew off by helicopter. Knowing his thoughts were only to kill her, she cried and began to enter another wrong code.

Charlie was better and smarter than Gerty, she could feel it, her presence was much more controlled, she felt how she could project small emotions onto people and animals at close range and how restrained she could be in the actual use of the gift. She was very proud of her daughter. Her daughter would find this man and punish him.

[Dragon, tell my daughter that I love her]

her thoughts to the dragon did not surface and fell on deaf ears just as the entry pad turned red again. Almost the same instant the bullet slammed into her shoulder, spun her around and she collapsed onto her knees.

Gerty sensed the spot he was aiming at a second before he pulled the trigger. Her gift did not help, and in this case only enhanced the terror.
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Carl flew through the open gate and moved the speeding Range Rover over the manicured grass verge cutting several seconds off the time it would take if he used the winding gravel track. He timed his stop perfectly on the grass outside the side of the house, assessing the threat before he stopped and jumping out of the car with his gun ready and the safety off.

He glanced through the open window by the door, the gun facing down until a threat was identified, there were no sounds he could detect which helped him make the decision to enter.

His back to the wall, he slowly opened the door and pushed it open, after a quick all clear glance he was in and at the end of the room to the kitchen, he cleared the kitchen and walked through the open kitchen door into the area behind the stairs.

Peering around he saw Mimi, she was unmoving, a small pool of blood to her head, he glanced quickly around, knowing all the places that you could hide and got to her within seconds, it was serious, a blow to the head maybe, definitely concussion, but the weak pulse meant she was alive and he would not move her. His only task now was to find and protect Gerty, that was when he saw the next pool of blood and the trail to the vault.
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She collapsed onto her back, her bloodied hand held against her dress, the tear from the bullet hardly discernible against her pain. From her vast medical knowledge she knew a shot to the stomach was generally fatal and the most painful way to die, but her mind could barely process anything above the waves of pain.

She would never see Charlie again, none of her good friends, and never have grandchildren. She screamed again as an even more intense wave of pain cut into her stomach.

Gerty fell into unconsciousness, the pressure on her stomach fell away as her muscles relaxed and blood oozed between her fingers. Her last thoughts were not even hers, [That was for my father you fucking bitch]

“That was for my father you fucking bitch!” Spat the Priest as he re-aimed the gun at the lock on the room and fired six times.

Carl heard the shots from the library, and ignoring caution, ran towards it, his instincts on shoot to kill rather than disarm. The door was broken open and ajar, Gerty on the floor in a pile of blood unmoving, the man ahead of him just walking through the open door. The man must have felt something and turned.

There would be no warning shot, no request to put down the weapon. The single shot to the head caught the man just as his gun arm was being raised and before he had realised he needed to move out of the way.

Carl’s mouth moved to his microphone. “Hostile dead, two seriously wounded. Immediate evac requested. First victim gunshot wound to the stomach, second victim severe concussion.”

The acknowledgement came back instantly.

“EMT called, backup on site. ETA is five minutes.”

Carl ripped the end of Gerty’s dress off and bunched it into the wound holding the pressure there to stop the bleeding in both her hand and stomach. Gerty was by far the more seriously wounded of the two, he doubted she would survive another ten minutes and all he could really do was watch her die.

A few seconds later he heard the faint sound of the helicopter.

The nearest first aid kit was back in the kitchen but it was no use here, his only job was to stem the blood loss until they arrived.

“Anne-Marie, if you are safe. I need you here now. Gerty is wounded.” He shouted in English loudly.

“She appeared shaking hysterically at the sight of the dead intruder. Then screamed at the sight of Carl over Gerty’s body. Then she looked behind Carl, and fainted.

Carl’s one and only mistake was to assume the helicopter was the backup. He was so concerned with keeping Gerty alive, he never even turned at the sound of the running feet behind him. He wasn't sure of the pressure so held the fabric tightly into the wound, annoyed that Anne-Marie had fainted. The first bullet ripped through his back, the next three his heart.
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Simon diverted the car to the hospital emergency centre and arrived at the same time as the helicopter which they had just seen alighting on the roof. He ignored the very strict no parking signs throwing the car into the first slot he found.

An emergency responder had given him the update over the phone fifteen minutes ago, Carl was dead, both Gerty and his wife were seriously wounded, Gerty was Critical but his wife was stable. He felt terrible that he was feeling relief that his wife was stable, and nobody mentioned Anne-Marie.

Charlie, who was shaking and crying after the message from the emergency responder, threw open the car door the second he stopped, ignoring Ethan and not even bothering to close it as she ran for the hospital entrance.

Nobody stopped her, she knew the layout and ran straight for where her mother would arrive, the sense of fear emanating from her seemingly affecting everyone in the hospital. Simon and Ethan came rushing up behind her, both presences ensured nobody would have second thoughts about stopping them.

She saw her mother being pushed slowly along the corridor, and rushed up grabbing her hand for a tiny fraction of a second before the morose faces, and sad thoughts of the nurse and doctor told her everything. Gerty had died five minutes ago in the helicopter from massive internal bleeding, she had never recovered consciousness.

Charlie collapsed over her mothers still warm body, still holding her limp hand, and her tears streaming out. She stayed like that for another minute, the blood soaking through the sheets and into her blue dress, her tears falling across Mama’s still beautiful, now sleeping face. After five minutes Ethan took her hand and lifted her up. Charlie's face buried into his, as her sobbing continued.

All the family had dropped everything and were en-route to the hospital, all would find they were also minutes too late.
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The doctor and nurse had rushed off to another emergency while she was crying, replaced by an orderly who waited for her patiently. Simon had also left her grieving, going to seek out Mimi.

Two new officials walked up carefully, stopping a respectful distance from Charlie and both horrified by the sight in front of them. Both it seemed knew Gerty well from their restrained outpouring of grief. She picked up that the corridor had been closed off by some policemen further along, and saw the two concerned men were waiting for her. She knew the grieving process would have to wait.

“Please give me a few minutes gentlemen,” she said softly, moving off Ethan’s shoulder and facing away from everyone to wipe her tears with her handkerchief. She turned and nodded softly to the orderly who pushed her mothers trolley away.

She was a mess. Her face was red from crying, her hands and dress soaked with her mothers blood. She recognised the two men, Philippe Moran the Commandant of the police, and one of his assistants Desmond Voizin. A third person had also just arrived, a woman who one of the men identified for her as the head of the Cantonal Civil Protection Service. Several aides waited behind a new police cordon.

The three officials were now talking with Ethan, while she stared back at a wall, wiping her eyes and controlling her breathing. She had nowhere to direct the rage she felt.

[WHY?] she screamed at herself, at the dragon, [WHY?]

The chatter in the corridor halted immediately, the only sound, the single voice in her head.

[I do not understand] came the predictable answer.

Charlie realised she needed to crawl out of her depression, to help find who did this to mother, to Carl and Mimi. At least Anne-Marie had gotten away.. Oh god, CERN! Did she return to work? Charlie had initially picked Anne-Marie up from her lab, which was located under the building that had been destroyed. And what about Michael?

[dragon what is the status of entity Anne-Marie?]

[Last contact with Entity Anne-Marie was twenty seven minutes ago, location seven metres from dragon]

Damn! Anne-Marie was with Gerty and Carl when they were murdered, she must have been taken. Charlie straightened herself up, her rage suppressed, and in full investigation mode. Like a judge she projected control, and the four people waiting for her must have sensed this. Nobody had spoken since Charlie had screamed in her head a few seconds earlier, and when she turned she found everybody giving her their full attention.

Charlie used her phone and dialled a number from memory, a direct number only about a dozen other people had.

“Doctor Schubert, it is negotiator Charlie..” She spoke fast and in German, Ethan noticed the three people watching Charlie and not understanding until the commandant Moran whispered to him in English, "she is talking to the leader of the federal council, basically our president.”

“I appreciate your sympathy, Doctor. It is about that and the murder of the CERN people. Time is of the essence to capture the people who did this. I am going to need the full backing of the committee and may ask the government to make a statement I will prepare for you..”

“I am deadly serious Doctor Schubert.” She said forcefully. “Every second counts and there is a chance we can identify and bring the perpetrators to justice before they get away..”

“I suspect for twenty four hours..”

“As soon as I have reliable information Hr Doctor Schubert..”

“Thank you.”

She hung up and walked over to the four people. She turned to the oldest man, he looked to be in his sixties, shorter than her, slightly framed and balding, with spectacles and a dark grey suit.

“Commandant Moran. Philippe, I will be assisting you with the command of the investigation from the Swiss side. Do you have the list of casualties and missing people at CERN?”

“Er, thank you ma’am, yes let me see.” The man flipped through his clipboard and passed it to her.

Ethan looked on, wondering why the top man in the Geneva police force was deferring to Charlie. He turned to the other man and the new woman next to him for an explanation, but none was given. All were at rapt attention.

“Philippe, there is no mention of Doctor Anne-Marie Verne. Was she signed in?” Said Charlie after a brief glance at the page.

“No ma’am, the list was very thoroughly checked by several people.” The Commandant looked to the man next to him, “Desmond, is this still the latest list?”

“Yes Commandant,” said the second man.

“OK,” she moved her focus on the new man, “Desmond do you know if an Audi e-tron is still parked at the chateau?”

“Ma’am, yes the car was outside your house along with the two older BMW cars used by the terrorists who did this. It is being checked along with everything else.”

“Thank you Desmond, they were not terrorists, they were a group known as The ElderNacht, probably eight to ten men who may already be out of the country. If the car is there, and there is no body, then they may have also abducted a French scientist from CERN called Doctor Anne-Marie Verne who was a guest. The Audi was a Department of Justice VIP car on loan to her, and she is not listed anywhere here. Can you please check for me and bring any information to us as soon as you can.”

The man nodded and walked off with his phone out.

Alice ran up to the group with wet eyes, panting. “Oh Charlie, I am so sorry..”

“There will be time for grieving Alice, I need you at your best now to assist me, and the group here; Can you keep notes and actions so these guys can refer to you without coming to me if necessary?”

“Yes Charlie.” She looked at Charlie, her red eyes and her bloodied dress sympathetically, and Charlie could sense she was grieving for Gerty, and really wanted to hug, and comfort Charlie, but she was also angry, and a professional.

Charlie addressed the commandant, “OK Philippe so as all the cars are still there, they must have left using other means, a boat is unlikely, so more likely a helicopter. We need to find them now as this woman may still be alive.”

“Also Commissioner Moran. I believe we should issue an international arrest warrant for Matheus Franke, a member of The ElderNacht and a German citizen. His name was explicitly contained in my mothers last message to me.”

“I think so too Ma’am, I will do it immediately.”

Another man arrived and the commandant was deep in conversation for a minute before the man quickly moved off.

Charlie turned to the final woman, “Madame Roche?”

“Josephine Ma’am.”

“Josephine, as I have activated amendment three point one, the country has declared a national emergency, you may go ahead and requisition any military assets to help. The defence department will expect it and will defer to me for confirmation. Also can one of your people get information on all flights for a thirty kilometre radius around the house for the last hour. Concentrate specifically on helicopter flights entering or leaving Swiss airspace or unregistered ones. I believe we know where their final destination is, so it is likely the helicopter will need to meet up with a jet, probably at a small provincial airport, someone should be able to get the information.”

Ethan, “I would be grateful if you could use your contacts to check for the same, and also for private flights into Costa Verde with a window starting from now.”

“I can do that Charlie, you are thinking the team left for home?”

She nodded, and looked at everyone.

“Two things are suspicious. Firstly they killed my mother, but did not attempt to kill me, secondly they did not kill Anne-Marie. It is my theory that they believe Anne-Marie is me, and they will keep her alive until either they find she is not me, or she is of no use to them. For that reason I don't want any statements issued on what happened at the house, and nothing that indicates I am helping here.”

“But Ma’am.” Said Philippe..

“A young woman’s life is probably in danger, Philippe,” she said soberly, “if the kidnappers find out I am here, and they are holding a French scientist instead, they will likely kill her immediately. We will carry the mute order for the next twelve hours. It is the least we can do for her, after twelve hours it probably will not matter.”

She turned to Ethan.

“I am assigning agent Curran as the Interpol liaison for this case. He will also liaise with his government on the Fermi-lab staff murdered, it said in the list that five were American citizens. Alice, could you confirm that order with my uncle please and ask him to bring the French, German and Italians in and keep them up to date, this is likely to extend to our neighbours.”

Alice nodded, she looked to be multitasking quite well already, and she had the authority to requisition additional bodies if she needed to, not that she ever did.

Charlie turned to the commandant again, “we should also alert the principal investigators for CERN and the murders at my house, they are to be treated as the same case and intelligence shared, you and Josephine are the lead, I will advise and ensure efficiency. We only have twelve hours!”

Charlie efficiently coordinated the start of the investigation with the authorities. It seemed everyone Ethan had talked to before this had got the negotiator role wrong, the title covered a tiny fraction of the authority she actually had.

Charlie, true to her role, negotiated her way through rather than around the bureaucracy, but only applying pressure where necessary, and giving the people the information to do their jobs.

Ethan had given his short update to the head of the CIA, and, due to the number of Americans killed, and the possible threat to the country, the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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“It is baked into their constitution Mr President,” said the director of the CIA to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “I re-read the short report produced by agent Ethan Curran an hour ago and went through it with one of my contacts in the State Department who knows the country.

“Amendment three point two of the Swiss constitution. A negotiator shall hold no power, but will sit in judgement of all those in power. Three point three, a negotiator can be called for fair and neutral arbitration in anything involving the well-being of the state. Three point five, a Negotiator will not dispense any form of justice, but will pass responsibility to the state, it seems the whole amendment three is to do with this position.”

He shook his head. “It then goes on to list the mandatory requirements for a negotiator, including, and I quote, three point seven point one, speak fluently all the languages of the state, its neighbours, and the global powers. Three point seven point two, Understand completely the constitution, statute and laws of the state without nuance. Three point seven point six, no negotiator will be appointed without these abilities being tested by their peers, and the agreement of the majority of the sitting council. And get this, three point seven point eleven the negotiator cannot abdicate their responsibilities but can be replaced by another negotiator or stood down if their judgement is considered flawed by an eighty percent majority vote of the standing government counsel.”

“Hang on a minute,” said the vice president, “you said the negotiator was a twenty year old woman..”

“Twenty four sir.”

“I think what Dan was getting at, Director, and frankly so am I,” said the president, “is how the hell can they have appointed someone so young to such a high position? She can’t possibly be qualified, it just doesn't sound plausible..”

“Oh it is most certainly plausible Fredrick!” Interrupted the voice of a woman who had entered the room a few minutes earlier and was just taking a seat.”

“I know both of these women extremely well, Gerty the senior negotiator was one of my best friends, she spoke at least a dozen languages all totally fluently and was the highest judge in Switzerland for some years. Her abilities were legendary. Her daughter Charlie is even more remarkable and I have absolutely no doubt she would have aced all the mandatory requirements listed without even trying, and if they added a dozen more she would ace them too.”

“Thank you Pamela, good of you to join us even if it is a bit late.”

“I am late because I have been confirming all these with our friend the Swiss Ambassador, and via a phone conference call with the Swiss President. They both also listed another paragraph from their constitution the director did not mention, three point one, that a negotiator can declare a national emergency, and at times of national emergency, the negotiator will not assume power, but will advise those in power, and replace them if they are found deficient in their duty. I think that is what has happened here, and the two men say it is the first time it has ever been invoked.”

“What kind of people would write such a constitution?” Said the vice president aghast.

“I asked the same question,” said Pamela, “but there have only been three negotiators in the country's entire history. The first negotiator was the man who penned the constitution to bring the first thirteen separate states together, a cross between George Washington and Gandhi by all accounts. The prerequisites five hundred years ago were of course much easier, only requiring three languages, and the guy obviously helped pen the constitution and laws so knew them very well. Nobody else, until Gerty, ever passed the job interview.”

“Oh and Charlie, the current negotiator, apparently took over the job from her mother when she was nineteen. Neither of the two men had anything but praise for the two women.”

“And this girl is the reason Switzerland is now requesting a special meeting of the United Nations?”

“Yes I believe so Fredrick.”

The men looked at each other aghast.

Pamela’s countenance changed. “You know I knew Gerty for over forty years since school, never once had she mentioned her position. I had dinner with Charlie only a few weeks ago at my home here, she never mentioned it either, she was always polite and like Gerty played down her abilities. I cannot imagine someone holding such powers and not telling anybody.”

“Yes, that is quite remarkable.” Said the President.

“Sir, I have the draft of the statement on the screen now,” interrupted the aide.

The eleven people in the room stared at the large screen.

Switzerland has determined conclusively that the atrocities carried out today in Geneva causing the murder of twenty nine people of sixteen different nationalities to be an act of terror carried out by a group known as The ElderNacht.

It is our country's intention to seek justice and bring everyone in this organisation complicit in the atrocity to trial at a place and time determined by the international committee.

All fungible assets identified as owned by this organisation will be seized, any associate of this organisation will be arrested, and any country helping or sheltering this organisation, or the perpetrators of this atrocity will be considered by Switzerland a rogue nation.

The Government of Switzerland asks all nations to join it in condemning this organisation and helping it bring them to justice.

“Wow! It has been what, three hours, they don't mess around!”

“The statement came with a caveat that it was not for public release for twelve hours as a French citizen is believed to be with them and still in danger. The Swiss have attached to the statement a bunch of documentary evidence, also not for public issue, which seems pretty conclusive Sir,” said the aide.

“The organisation is headquartered in the Island nation of Costa Verde, Sir,” said the CIA director, “that paragraph regarding any country sheltering them is directly aimed at their government. Pressure is going to be on them now to take these guys into custody. However it is our assessment that The ElderNacht organisation is far more powerful than the small police force the government of Costa Verde controls.”

“Sir,” said Pamela, “I don't think the US needs to jump in all guns blazing on this one. Let the Swiss control the narrative for the time being.”

“How many Americans killed?” Said the president.

“Five sir.” Said an aide.

The president shook his head sternly.

“There were eight French people also murdered, and one abducted sir,” said the CIA Director, “and the Island is surrounded by French speaking colonies and Islands, I suspect they will be even more keen to go after this organisation.”

“I believe the French government is having the same meeting we are now,” said the vice president.

“OK,” said the president, “somebody go through that evidence and check with our liaison guy, er Mr..”

“Curran sir.”

“Mr Curran, yes, check with him. For now they seem to have it under control but let's reconvene before we issue anything public, however let the Swiss know in private they have our full support if they need it. And I hate to say this, but the same goes for the French.”
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Matheus was content. The operation went off like clockwork and he lost nobody in his team, it was the best possible result. It looked like that idiot The Priest had tried to rob the woman first, but was shot for his troubles. His distraction of the bodyguard though really had made this a smooth ending for him. Matheus had actually been looking forward to killing The Priest himself, he hated pretenders, a stupid fucking name for a stupid little nobody.

The young negotiator woman had woken up just the once, screaming while being transferred to the private jet. But they had gagged her and they knocked her out for the flight, the drugs should last at least until she was at the island.

Yes father will be pleased. All the objectives were completed and he was going to rub it in the face of that mongrel half-brother of his Ahmed, and do it in front of father and the others. He smiled, father was not going to last that much longer, and once he was gone Matheus was the most senior. And then of course Ahmed, his born-again religious nutjob brother would be history.

He watched as one of his men pulled the cute Italian stewardess down onto his lap, then laughed as she struggled, slapped him and ran away to the back of the plane crying. He didn't care, the men had done their job, let them have their fun. The plane was owned by some drug dealer playboy, another nobody who thought he was a big shot because he could drop fifteen million on a private jet so he could impress his equally pretentious playboy friends. The world was full of them.

“Do we have any further updates?” Matheus grunted at one of the guys holding a laptop.

“No sir, this crappy plane does not have satellite internet, and my satellite phone does not work inside. We could radio but it would be in the clear. Last update we had was when we took off, but it was just the latest update on the death count at CERN and nothing yet about the murders at the house. They must be holding that back..”

Matheus smiled, “probably pissed that we have their precious negotiator woman. At least when father has finished with her she will be a bit better looking than the usual two dollar Island whores.”

The men laughed.
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It had been five hours since her mother died. The longest five hours of Charlie’s life, she could not fault the people doing their jobs, when genuine bottlenecks and bureaucracy reared their heads she immediately severed through them, only two people had been stood down. The ElderNacht had left a bloody and shoddy trail that the police investigators had easily followed, and the investigators had already pieced together most of the puzzle.

Michael and Anne-Marie’s other friend Julianne, the cleaner, had still not been found, the six unaccounted for CERN people were all believed to be in the underground lab when it collapsed and considerable effort was now underway to find and rescue any survivors.

There still had been no real time for grief for Mama or Carl, and Mimi’s condition was unchanged. Charlie would have returned home, but it was still a crime scene and she could do no good there. Dragon was safely locked in her vault but she resisted the urge to talk to it for fear of becoming too tired to assist. She limited herself to essential communication.

[Dragon, inform Anne-Marie that she needs to pretend to be me, it doesn't matter what they say, she needs to pretend to be me. Use those words exactly]

[Let me know when she is in contact again]

She waited but no answer.

[Acknowledge the last two communications] she thought impatiently.

[acknowledged the last two communications from entity Charlie]

God this thing was so frustrating at times.

[Can you relay our thoughts?]

[Yes, that is one of my roles. Entity Anne-Marie is out of contact]

[dragon. Can I communicate with the other dragon?]

[yes]

[how do I address it?]

[you cannot, you must touch it for it to know you, or communicate through me]

[can you give it my identification without touching it?]

[yes, that is possible]

Goddamn, for something so advanced it was incredibly annoying to work with. She wondered if alien computer systems were deliberately useless or she was just using a primitive way to communicate with it.

[can you send my identification to the other dragon and tell it to open communication with me?]

[I have initiated the second dragon wake up procedure and the identification transfer, however to communicate you must be within the required range for communication directly. Outside that range communication must be through this unit]

[I am outside your range yet I can talk to you, how is this possible?]

[this dragon is] [...] [entity Charlie is] [...] of [...]

Charlie wondered if any of the other women had this problem, she also wondered for the first time, why only women. And why do the men die..

[dragon why can you only communicate with females?]

[I can communicate with every one who has the correct] [...] [...]

[but all the entities have been female]

It did not answer, did she need to make it a question, god she was getting tired, what was it talking to dragon!

[acknowledge god damn it!]

[acknowledge all the human entities have been females..]

Ethan tapped her and handed over his iPad, his thoughts almost impossible to discern in the crowded hospital room, but his voice clear.

“A Bombardier global express Jet left a small airport in Italy four hours ago bound for Bermuda, but has since diverted to Venezuela. Its current course however puts it en route for Costa Verde.”

The map of the Atlantic on the iPad showed dozens of planes tracking with one in red highlighted.

“Can it reach the island without refuelling?”

“Unfortunately, if it has a full tank then yes.”

“Who owns the plane?”

“It is registered to a shell company in Malta, Interpol shows the owner has links with drug smuggling.”

“That’s probably it. Do you have any idea if we can intercept it?”

“It will arrive at Costa Verde in about four hours. Fighter jets from Florida could probably intercept it and maybe the British or French have something closer, but if they did, any attempt at forcing it down might kill Anne-Marie.”

“Thank you Ethan I need to remember my limitations, you are right to point that out.”

She broke off to update Alice and the government. She knew one way or another this would be over within the next day or two.
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THE MAN IN THE WHITE coat, barged into the meeting room before it had even started..

“Group-Leader Sir! It’s the artefact! It is awakening!”

“What! Are you sure?” Said the old man standing up firmly and staring at him. “When did this start?”

“About ten minutes ago sir, the technicians in the room started reading spikes in the EKG meters maybe an hour ago, and people next to it started to feel nauseous, now nobody can go inside the room without feeling sick. The rats in the cage we put in next to it are also becoming more agitated..”

“It must be the influence of the negotiator woman, father,” said Edmund, excited. “Some of the social media reports coming out of Geneva are speculating the negotiator may be a true witch, as mentioned in the old texts!”

“They are also speculating she is alive, and she is dead, social media cannot be trusted!” Said Herman nonchalantly, and in an uncharacteristic interruption.

“She is just a woman!” Said Matheus, firmly and angrily. “She was weak and feeble, the elder one it seemed died without a struggle and the younger one has done nothing but cry and faint. She is no witch!”

“It seems our artefact begs to differ, brother,” said Ahmed in a snide tone that made Matheus want to wipe it immediately off his face.

The group leader held up his hand in a gesture of silence, and seemed to think about it for a short while, then a smile formed on his face.

“Let us go and get this woman and take her to the artefact chamber,” he said at last to the men present. “She may be the key! We shall witness the resurrection of the artefact ourselves, and once we tap into its power we shall use the ancient scriptures to fulfil The ElderNacht’s destiny.”

He grabbed his cane, turning to the man in the white coat. “You! Ensure the keeper of the scrolls, and our chief historian are at the artefact chamber before we get there. Tell them we may have found the witch and to prepare for the ritual. This will be a great moment for the ElderNacht.”

He began walking for the door, his cane clicking on the stone floor, preceded by the man in the white coat, and followed by his four sons.
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Anne-Marie woke in a large bed in an old, damp smelling-room that reminded her of her first student apartment in Nice. She was in serious pain from her arms and body, hungry, thirsty and somewhat disorientated, she had also at some point wet herself. She closed her eyes quickly, scared to move, and scared to wake in case anyone was looking at her.

As her last thoughts flooded back into her mind she wanted to scream, the memories hit her like a steam train, then shut off abruptly, interrupted by the voice of the [...]

[Anne-Marie. you need to pretend to be me! It doesn't matter what they say, you need to pretend to be me!]

It was the [...] but it sounded like Charlie. The capabilities of [...] flooded back into her, as did Gerty’s dead body, and that gunman, both lying there bloodied.

[Charlie. Oh my god, help me please, help me!]

Nothing..

[...] [Help me I need to talk to Charlie!]

[Anne-Marie, oh my god, are you safe? Please, whatever you do you must calm down. You are in great danger and the first thing is you must stay calm and assess your situation. Please tell me if you are safe?]

[I don't know, god I am so scared! I opened my eyes in a strange room but shut them, the room smells musty, god Charlie please help me, please!]

[Anne-Marie, you are on an island in the Caribbean called Costa Verde, it is where the organisation who murdered Gerty are located. We are coming..]

The door crashed open before the thoughts finished. She felt the movements next to her and she screamed as several arms grabbed her. Her eyes flew open and she saw two evil looking men manhandling her to a standing position.

She saw herself in a large mirror opposite, her beautiful yellow dress was drab, filthy, ripped and bloodstained and she wore no shoes. Loose hair dangled in front of her eyes, the rest wild and hanging down to her chest. Her tears came again.

“No! No! No! Please leave me!” She screamed in French.

She heard a laugh and a loud voice in English. “See! This is your witch Ahmed! I can see how someone such as you would tremble on your knees at her feet!”

She saw the large group of men behind entering the large room and more behind the door. A younger, slightly less imposing man with light brown skin turned to a larger imposing man with his fists clenched, his face angry.

“Enough!” Shouted an old man loudly, looking angrily at the two men.

He then turned to Anne-Marie. “If you want to see the next hour negotiator, you will stop your little act, one more scream and you will lose one of your precious fingers!”

The old man nodded to one of the men holding her, and a big knife came out of his belt and was held just above her middle finger and Anne-Marie silenced her screaming, leaving her shaking, weeping, and aching where she was held roughly by the two guards.

“Bring her!” Said the old man, flicking his head to the guards, as he and the other men filed out of the door. The guards followed, dragging Anne-Marie between them.

The corridors changed from brick to stone as she was dragged down a long passage. Every time she tried to stand, she would be pulled off balance by one of the men, causing even more pain in her arm and shoulder. The pain from her arms and every other part of her body fought each other for dominance and overwhelmed almost every other thought, except that of death.

It couldn't end like this, please, please, it couldn't. She had found friends, found Michael, found love.. The tears welled again and she stopped fighting the two men. Resigned only to death or the slim hope that Charlie would rescue her.

Minutes passed, the walls changed again from stone to plastered walls and internal windows looking into laboratory-like rooms. Then abruptly she stopped, heard a door open and was thrown like a doll into a very large dark room, with rough hewn rock walls.

Anne-Marie staggered screaming from the pain of hitting the concrete floor, blood poured from scrapes to her knees and elbows where the fabric had torn. Her eyes looked out to the brightly lit room outside. A dozen men looked on from behind five large glass windows next to the door she was pushed through.

“Now we see!” Smiled the old man, watching as an even older looking man shuffled onto a pedestal to his side. The pedestal had a golden lectern in front with a large gold eagle at the top, its gold wings outspread and a prominent and ominous swastika in its talons.

The man began turning the pages in a large old book behind the outspread wings. Every set of eyes moved from the man on the pedestal and back towards Anne-Marie, no not Anne-Marie, but to a spot behind her head.

The lights in her room rose.

Anne-Marie heard a different [...] in her head before she heard the creaking and hissing behind her.

[Entity, connect to me] The thoughts of the new [...] were very loud in her head, even overriding the intense pain in her body.

Anne-Marie did not want to turn around, she wanted to continue to hold her wounds, to cry herself to sleep and wake up in Michael’s arms, his kisses on her face as he explained she was having a nightmare. But the hissing and creaking continued, getting louder.

[Entity, connect to me]

She turned around expecting to see another small black harmless ball like the one Gerty had given her. She knew that device was called a [...] not a dragon, but the sight now before her was a real dragon. A monster more terrifying than anything she had ever imagined, a dragon from a Lovecraftian nightmare.

A freakish black skull the size of a wooden wine barrel floated effortlessly and noiselessly above a massive pile of what looked like coal. As she watched, fragments floated up and attached themselves seamlessly and intelligently together onto a newly forming skeleton, making red flashes and giving the clicking and creaking noises she heard. The nightmare was slowly assembling itself before her, defying every scientific principle she knew, and for each new fragment that attached, she felt the monster's skull move closer and closer to her.

She screamed, violently pulling herself backwards across the floor from the monster until her back hit one of the large thick windows. Then she turned and, despite her injuries, rose desperately clawing and banging on the window, smudging it with blood, as the noise and light behind her increased.

At least twenty men now stood in the large room on the other side of the windows. The ones in the front in their dark suits looked like devil worshippers, a scene emphasised by the ancient man behind a lectern in his dark robe, a ram's skull covering the top of his head speaking words whe could not hear.

As she watched, the looks on the faces of the men went from fascination, to worry, then slowly to terror. The man directly in front of her ran backwards from the window, hitting another man and staggering over a small step. Others were starting to do the same. Some turning and beginning to run.

The glow in the massive room behind her took on a red hue and the crackling and hissing rose to a crescendo. She could see the old man’s lips wavering and shouting out wordlessly to the even older man, waving his walking stick like a sword. “Turn it off, turn it off!”

The six men and two women in white coats, were looking as helpless as the leaders, and, one-by-one, they too began to turn and flee.

[Entity, connect to me]

[Charlie, help, help please help, a monster] [a] [...] [...] She screamed in her head and with her weak choking voice.

“Goodbye Michael.” Were her last words as she slipped down the window to the floor.

People outside were now running away, uncontrolled, screaming, and ignoring each other in their desperate scramble to escape. The old man staggered and fell as somebody crashed into the lectern. One of the guards took out a gun and began shooting vaguely towards Anne-Marie, the thick window blistering above her head where a bullet hit it. But the aim was hectic, the bullets were now hitting walls, equipment, computer screens, and other men, as the guard spun uncontrolled.

[Entity, connect to me]

The voice was not scary, it now felt like a refuge from all this craziness.

[Entity, connect to me]

She did.
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Something had happened to Anne-Marie!

She asked the dragon a dozen times to reconnect to her, to deliver the message again, to confirm she heard it, but it came back each time telling her it had failed.

The three people in the room were looking at her uneasily. Charlie had stopped talking mid-sentence a few seconds earlier, and was now sitting there with her hand up in a universal do not talk to me gesture. Her dark eyes were unfocussed, unblinking, trance-like.

“Charlie?” Ethan said quietly after a few seconds, looking at the others for support.

He waited ten seconds then repeated it, touching Charlie’s arm gently.

“Alice, Is this normal?” He asked, turning to her.

Alice was as stunned as him, “no, I have never seen her like this, but Charlie defies normal. She has got to be tired though.”

Alice got up and moved her hand over Charlie’s wrist to feel her pulse.

“She does not look distressed, and her breathing and pulse rate seem normal and regular. I will go get her some water, maybe some chocolate, she could just be thinking.”

“OK,” nodded Ethan, still looking concerned, “maybe see if there is a medic around as well just in case.”

[The second dragon attempts to reconstruct itself]

[Tell it no!] shouted Charlie.

[It will not obey me. Only a master]

[I am a master!] she said. [Let me..]

Dragon interrupted her, [it has a master]

Charlie felt something unfamiliar. It slid through her mind like wind through long grass, caressing everything it touched. Calming. Loving..

[Michael] it said.

She felt it wash through her mind again a few seconds later, and the same thought repeated.

[dragon what is the status of entity Anne-Marie?] she asked.

The query was not answered, instead it was again broken by the same calming feeling.

[Michael]

Charlie broke off. Her posture slumping, her raised hand falling, and feeling Ethan’s hand holding her other one. Alice was standing next to her holding a glass of water. She took it, moving her eyes over the three people and reading the concern emanating from them. She blinked once, her eyes remaining open after the blink, unfocussed, then blinked again normally.

“Chocolate would be good!” She said, breaking the moment.

Alice smiled, “coming right up,” and pulled out a bar of her favourite Lindt dark chocolate, breaking off a large piece for her as she sipped the water.

“What happened there?” Said Ethan worried, but not taking his hand off hers.

“I’m not exactly sure, I felt..”

What did she feel?

Charlie was reluctant to dive in again, she waited for the chocolate to kick in, then rescheduled the meetings with Ethan and the rescue coordinator, ignoring both their concern for her and saying she needed a little rest. She then dismissed Alice too, and lay back, the chocolate working its magic on her body like it always did.

With her eyes closed and the three people giving her the privacy she requested, she heard again the strange feeling in her mind, it was changing, getting faster, weaker, less discernible.

[dragon what is the status of entity Anne-Marie?] she asked calmly.
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An hour later Charlie walked out of the room, more tired and weaker, but her face and countenance seemed content. Ethan walked over to support her, but she smiled and said she was OK. Several more people were there as well, still using the corridor as a temporary operations area. The two senior officials were also there along with two others she did not know.

“Sorry, I am still a little weak and tired, but this part should not take long.” Charlie tried to smile as Alice broke off another large piece of chocolate but she waved it off with a whispered “later”.

She turned to the group. “Gentlemen, ladies I am satisfied with the progress, and unless anybody requires further assistance I will step aside from the operation in Geneva and allow everyone to do their jobs as normal.”

“I think everything is under control now ma’am,” said the commandant, stepping forward. “Evidence gathering is almost completed, everyone is accounted for, and it’s mostly up to the doctors, investigators and clean-up crews now. All our people seem to be coping and we are now receiving assistance from the other provinces and the French.”

Alice chipped in, “oh and while you were asleep, Mimi has come out of her coma. Simon visited you a few minutes ago but is back by her bedside. She is still sleeping.”

Ethan was staring at her strangely.

“What are you talking about Charlie?” He said in a concerned voice. “We still have a kidnapped CERN scientist, and a group of crazy occult loving Nazi criminals wanted for murdering twenty nine people..”

He looked at the other men and women, but it was only him who seemed worried.

Ethan was about to continue, when Charlie continued.

“Ethan I have come to trust you, and I hope you trust me.” Charlie said assertively. “Believe me when I now say that Anne-Marie is safe, and The ElderNacht, including everyone who committed this atrocity, is now dead.”

There was mutterings amongst the group. Ethan, however, despite everything he had witnessed so far was having none of it.

Charlie saw Ethan’s next words forming, and the confusion in other people’s heads. Charlie put her hand up for them to stop before they opened their mouths. A different strange sensation of calm passed through the group, just for an instant, enough to stop all the chatter and concern, then vanished just as sudden.

“It has happened.” Charlie said to Ethan. “What I have told you is true. Whether you believe what I say now, or you decide to wait for the same information from your government in two or three hours is not my concern.”

“I also only said my work here in Geneva was over. There is still a lot to do to repair the damage caused by The ElderNacht and that will require a trip to Costa Verde, to get Anne-Marie, ensure the population there is safe, and to ensure the source of this evil cannot rise again.”

Poor Ethan, thought Charlie, he was worried that she was too stressed and had lost the plot. Charlie didn't mind, it was only a matter of time before the facts got out, and the bigger questions about her started to be asked.

“I won't ask how, or where, the information you have came from Charlie,” Ethan said in a resigned tone, “but I do know you are correct that you have done all you can here, and we do have to go to Costa Verde.” He then added more quietly and tenderly, “I also think you need a little more rest Charlie you look exhausted.”

“You're right Ethan I do need rest, but not for the reasons you’re thinking.”

She dismissed the officials with a final thank you, and turned to Alice.

“Let’s walk, there is a bed next to Mimi that I can rest in for a few hours, Simon is by her bedside and I will feel safe there.”

The two women began walking down the corridor in the direction of Mimi’s room. Watched by a very confused American Interpol agent.

“Alice, I have one more instruction for you to take to the Federal Council, and then you will need to use my authorization to requisition a plane. It will probably need to be a large passenger jet or a military transport, but one that can fly and land in Costa Verde, hold a medical team and a small security team and get there as fast as possible. The pilot will also have to be very good as the runway on the island is only eighteen hundred metres. I think we will need it for three days maximum, the team should be prepared to stay for several weeks so volunteers only.”

“Also, we are going to need the jet and the teams ready in six hours as it is a long flight and people, like Anne-Marie, are still in serious danger. If you can get it done earlier that will be a bonus.”

Alice nodded. “Leave it with me, Charlie. You will also need some time to grieve for your mother as will I. The ten minutes we had together earlier with Gerty and Carl helped a lot, and I think having all the family being here also helped. Samantha and Joerg were still there when I left, I think it will take a long time for Sam to get over this.”

“I will, I promise, that is why I said three days and six hours. Mother would agree, she once told me that the living must take precedence over the dead, but I do not want her funeral delayed.”

“Also I don't expect you to come to Costa Verde Alice, but I would appreciate somebody with your organisation skills being there.”

Charlie carefully dictated the instructions as they walked, Alice as always taking notes. They separated at the door to the ward.

“Remember Alice, if you need me for anything, please wake me, I have a lot of time on the flight to rest.”
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“She issued a what?” Said the President incredulously as he walked to the emergency meeting of the Joint Intelligence Committee with the Secretary of state.

“Well it was issued by the Swiss UN representative at sixteen hundred in New York, just over an hour ago. The text was clearly from the negotiator as we have confirmation of the same from our agent who is working in Geneva and is in contact with the woman. It is a directive asking the international community to quarantine the east coast mountain range of the island for thirty days,” replied the Secretary of State.

“She can't do that!” Laughed the president. “She may be a big cheese in Switzerland, pardon the pun, but she has absolutely no power outside of it, and what about the government of Costa Verde I’m sure they have something to say?”

“Well that’s the weird part,” he said, “nobody, including Costa Verde’s ambassador, has been able to contact anyone on that island for the last two hours, even our representative there has gone dark. We were thinking at first that it might be a communications issue, but most computer systems are still visible and still seem to be operating.”

“Do you think that is what this meeting is about?”

The door opened in front of them before the secretary of state could reply. The two men walked into a large conference room, the outside of the room was filled with numerous aides, workstations and large screens, the centre a single large circular table with twenty chairs, and all but two occupied.

All the military men and women stood to attention as the president entered, the other officials stood up less quickly, and the two new men took the two empty seats. The rooms’ large double doors closed with a solid thud and two armed men stationed themselves outside.

“OK Can somebody tell me why Mr Price and I have been dragged three miles across town in the middle of the evening rush hour traffic?”

“Mr President Sir, it is about the situation on Costa Verde,” said the CIA Director. “And in particular, this.”

The very large screen he was pointing at flashed up a picture of a group of buildings that looked to be in some sort of mountainous dense forest. The picture changed every second as it zoomed in on one of the large buildings, some sort of open compound, with cars and dots on the ground visible. As it continued to zoom, the dots resolved to bodies.

“This Mr President is the headquarters of the group identified by the Swiss as The ElderNacht in the eastern mountains of Costa Verde.”

The screen started clicking out, then clicking in again focussing on more and more bodies and one crashed car on the side of the road which looked to be on fire.

“Since the first UN Directive was issued by the Swiss ten hours ago we have had a navy stealth drone overfly the compound at five thousand feet every few hours to try and get more intel. These pictures are from an hour ago at sixteen ten Costa Verde time, the previous overflight was at fourteen forty and everything then was normal, though the plane, thought to be carrying the French scientist hostage, arrived at fourteen twenty.”

“What? This is everywhere on the island?” Said the President looking up at the large screen.

“No sir, the kill-zone seems to be centred on The ElderNacht house, and compound. We don’t know how far it extends from there as it is mostly mountain and uninhabited jungle, but there are bodies out to about two miles at least. We tried to get closer but the first drone was shot down. Since nobody seems left alive I have now authorised another drone to get in closer, but it will take a few hours.”

“It looks like the aftermath of a neutron bomb,” the man sitting next to him said unhelpfully. The CIA Director gave his deputy director a nasty stare, as the President's eyes widened.

“Do we think the Swiss woman authorised some sort of nuclear strike on The ElderNacht facility?” Said the President in a very concerned voice.

“That is extremely unlikely Mr President sir,” said a new woman in an army uniform, who, along with several people, was shaking her head at Hegan, and looking at him like he was a leper.

“There was no overfly or missile launch detected by us at the department of defence, and we have had a hell of a lot of eyes and ears focussed on that facility since the UN ultimatum was issued. Any kind of missile or drone strike would also have registered on our space detectors.”

The man next to her in a general’s uniform chipped in. “Mr President, the Swiss do not have that kind of strike capability, and even if they did it is frankly not in their DNA.”

“Sir,” said another anonymous man in a black suit, “there are fifty seven thousand inhabitants on the rest of the island, mostly farmers and fishermen. We started intercepting some social media reports of bad ju-ju and voodoo approximately two hours ago, around the time the quarantine edict was issued by the Swiss. The only US asset on the Island is our consul, he reported there was like a wave of nausea which ran through the island at the time, and since then people have been fleeing the east coast mountains, where he said it was much stronger. Many of the richer citizens and some government officials have also started to flee for neighbouring islands, the country seems in chaos.”

When nobody said anything he continued. “The president, the vice president, and the government that remains on the island is also in disarray, blaming voodoo and witchcraft. We think the Swiss woman has been playing on all these fears because her request to go to the compound was granted unconditionally.”

“The last report from agent Curran said she has arranged a jet and a Red-Cross volunteer medical team to fly there. He is also accompanying her, along with a small security detail. The only other intel he is giving doesn't make much sense, as it said that The ElderNacht may have been trying to activate some sort of artefact.”

“Did you say artefact?” Said the President.

“And Witchcraft and voodoo!” Laughed the secretary of state, “it’s preposterous! Are we sure they didn't just set fire to a marijuana plantation and everyone has been breathing in the smoke!”

The CIA Director spoke. “We are only reporting on what the Swiss and your agent are telling us, and of course the drone footage we have of hundreds of dead bodies. I don't think it is a laughing matter Paul!”

The President stood up. “So the intel suggests The ElderNacht was trying to get some sort of artefact working. What are we actually talking about here, the ark of the fucking covenant?” He looked around the room bemused.

“No sir,” said the CIA Director, who looked at Hegan.

Hegan looked around, then stood up. “Mr President Sir, our best analysts have suggested that The ElderNacht may have been trying to manufacture some type of bioweapon and it went wrong.”

Another man from the NSA took over, adding more fuel to the fire. “The Russians and the Chinese may have the same idea Sir. Based on the chatter we are receiving from the field, their local field offices may be preparing teams to go in. Whatever this is, we cannot afford to have whatever caused this getting into the wrong hands, especially as The ElderNacht had known affiliations with terrorists!”

The CIA Director spoke. “After listening to my staff.” He looked at Hegan, “I am preparing a team of three specialists to fly there, report what has happened and secure whatever caused this. They are to be fully equipped with hazmat suits and radiation detectors, and have four navy seals to support them. They are awaiting your order to deploy sir.”

The President looked at him. “And you expect me to give that order? What kind of micro-management bullshit is this? I make policy decisions, you people find ways to act on them. My decision is that someone here finds out what the fuck is happening on that island, then if there is a credible threat to the US you will find a way to secure or neutralise it. Am I making myself clear?”

He looked around the room at the concerned but nodding faces. “How you do it, I do not care, nor do I want to know the details. If nothing happens, fine. If you succeed and secure some kind of terrorist device, you will have my, and the American people’s sincerest thanks. But if it goes to shit, I will throw the blame firmly back on you.”

“And don’t forget, there is a quarantine notice, it seems to be in good faith, and this negotiator woman, and our agent seem to want us to adhere to it. From what I have seen of the efficiency of the response over there so far, I would take it very very seriously.”

He got up at the same time as the secretary of state. “Now good night gentlemen and ladies. I expect to see something positive in the daily brief tomorrow.”

The president, the secretary of state, and six other aides and security staff walked out the door.

The CIA Director was shaking his head. He didn't sign up for this shit. He now wished Moran had not resigned, at least he got some sense out of that man.

Like any good manager the CIA Director delegated the decision to Hegan. Then walked out by himself, it was six o'clock in the evening and there would be a bar open somewhere on his way home.
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The President of Costa Verde, had almost planted herself at Charlie's feet when she stepped off the plane and onto the tarmac. It was a small reception committee, the two island leaders, the two biggest fish in a very, very small pond. Both of them were totally out of their depths and hoping for her to restore to some semblance of order.

It was only just after seven AM, the sun was not yet up fully and the blood red sky was casting an ominous background over the hills in the east where everyone knew the source of the problem was.

Her four Swiss guards were well armed, but disciplined. Nothing like Carl, but the best four she could find from the twenty men she had her pick from while they were helping to load the supplies. She didn't believe there was any danger here now, but the Swiss government was not prepared to take any further chances, and, as Gerty’s death had proved, at the end of the day Charlie was as fragile as any other young woman.

“Madam President,” she said in English, holding her hand out. The woman was still on one of her knees in a very undignified and embarrassing curtsey, putting them both in a bad position had any social media been allowed. She had however been very strict on that one point.

The English they used to speak to each other was a compromise. The official ‘French’ was actually a Creole variation which added a lot of slang and nuances, and Charlie did not want to try and learn in the few hours she had, she had many other things to keep her busy on the flight and badly needed some rest.

All the officials, and many islanders however spoke English to some degree due to the main commerce, bananas, sugar, and by far the biggest tourism groups being from America and her cruise ships.

Their one ambassador in New York to the UN, who could have helped, had refused to return home when recalled last night, strangely asking the US for political asylum. She doubted the ink would be dry on his paperwork before it was refused.

“Welcome to Costa Verde, Madamozelle Negotiator,” the president continued as Charlie helped her up. The president was heavyset and colourfully dressed in various wraps and garments that supposedly passed as the local dress. She had a rich accent and a rich but slightly tempered smile.

Charlie caught her thoughts that she actually was glad that the threat of The ElderNacht was over, they had terrorised the island for too long. She did however hope that whatever bad ju-ju had caused it could be excised by the negotiator before it was established. She was very worried as well that the bishop, their most senior church official, had gone there yesterday evening with two of his priests and had also not been seen since.

Charlie was quite annoyed in the aftermath of the tragedy that people had ignored her clear warning. At least twenty people she knew of were dead, and several large media outlets had been running stories on the Swiss negotiator and her role in this. Many had also picked up and amplified rumours of the strange feelings people had had when she was close to them, and the strangely insightful decision making she had.

Some had even gone as far as to attribute some magical foresight in knowing where the perpetrators had gone, forecasting their demise and how she was now going to remove the curse. All of this despite there supposedly being a media blackout on her, and any one of the reports which if misinterpreted by The ElderNacht could have gotten Anne-Marie killed.

Her biggest worry though, was that a position once previously known to only a few high ranking and sane officials, was now plastered worldwide over every type of media. She hoped in her heart that it would all die down and go back to normal after this, but that was not how the modern world worked. Whatever happened in the future, this and her new found public profile would follow her forever and there was really nothing she nor anybody could do.

Charlie smiled at the president, she wasn't a bad person, and Charlie did not get any evil thoughts from her. In another life, in another time Charlie might even have liked the woman, who was in many ways perfect for her position, popular, friendly and unambitious. She liked the pomp and ceremony but much preferred being with her children and grandchildren.

The man next to her actually ran the country day-to-day though. The deputy President was a little smarter, much better organised, and also harboured no bad thoughts towards anybody she could detect. He, however, like the president was deeply religious, and his every other thought was hoping the bad ju-ju would not kill the negotiator and make things worse for the island.

“Thank you Madame President, Mr Deputy President, I hope I can help in some small way to bring your beautiful island back to normality. As you know I have removed our edict to the UN..”

Charlie was still not certain about the next bit, but both people were deeply religious, and trying to frame this in scientific terms was not possible or even believable, even for the best current day physicists.

“..as I am satisfied The ElderNacht has been sent down to hell to pay for their sins. I will do my best now, to remove this curse from your island.”

Both smiled, looking to heaven.

“You can do it though? The curse is affecting the farmers and tourists, nobody wants sugar and fruit from a cursed island, and no tourists will come. Many workers are leaving the east and south and they are now almost deserted and our other towns cannot support them.” It was the deputy president that spoke, his mind echoed the same, he was serious.

“I think I can, my magic is stronger, though you should be aware that some really evil things have taken place on The ElderNacht land. You must keep everyone away until I have had time to excise the most evil items and places. Only I can do this, but it may take many years to fully eliminate all the sources of evil..”

Here was the clincher.

“Because of this, l also come with an offer from me personally to lease all the land and buildings of The ElderNacht from you for fifty years. There will be no rent, it will be tied to an aid package from my government and the fact I will remain until the evil is gone. I have no interest in what is inside the buildings except the cursed items which I will destroy. What is stolen will be returned to their owners, and all evidence I find will be turned over to Interpol and the correct authorities in other countries. I will employ your people to rebuild and manage the buildings, and allow your farmers free use of all the productive land and plantations once owned by The ElderNacht. If at any time before then, I am satisfied that no further evil exists in those walls, I will hand it back to your people.”

She gave her best, most serious negotiator stare, emanating a notion of fear that she knew both leaders, and many around would feel. She saw them, and several other people shiver, looking at each other with worried eyes, the president crossed her chest and kissed a red plastic ring.

“Be warned though, my mother is dead and I am the last of my line. If you ever allow a similar group to become established in the future and conjure the same spirits, there will be nobody else you can turn to.”

These were the two people who could stop this happening in the future and she played to both their fears, she also knew that everything she was saying was being received gratefully.

“We have brought medical staff and some essential medical supplies to get your hospital back working until your staff return. It is also my advice to you to seek help from your neighbours regardless of political differences to improve the security of your people. I know you are wary of former colonial powers and they have a lot to answer for, but if they offer help, take it. If they offer support, take it. Just do not give up anything that will impact your freedom and independence.”

“I am prepared to help negotiate these terms for you with your neighbours so you know they are fair. We ourselves are a country surrounded on all sides with great powers yet we have survived world changing wars at our doorstep. I will help you do this for the time I hold the lease here, and on negotiations that are not beneath my standing, or until you have recovered sufficiently to do these without me.”

The Americans had been right. In her private communications to these people she had played up all of their superstitions. Education might help future generations not be so vulnerable, but these guys were set in their ways.

“You are both aware of my powers. The ElderNacht was too evil to live and had to die!” She said the sentence sternly as though she had issued the decree. “While I am here I will also help root out all those other people that allowed this evil to become established or helped it. I will not curse them as I did The ElderNacht, who thought themselves above god’s law. But I will provide the evidence which will show who they are and allow you to prosecute them fairly.”

She looked at both with her dark eyes and said powerfully.

“This is my offer. Reject it and I will leave this island now, never to return.”

She waited.

The two looked at each other, a smile broke out from the woman when the deputy president nodded his head slightly.

“Thank you,” said the president, “thank you, it would be an honour to have the negotiator stay upon our shores as a valued member of our Island community. I also hope that those that have fled will see you here and return, and that many more tourists will see you are unafraid and come also.”

Charlie smiled, put her hand out and shook both their hands, satisfied that what they said was honest.”
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While the medical staff began setting up operations in, and outside the small hospital, Charlie, Ethan and one of the guards went to the small official meeting house to sign the draft agreements, agreements Charlie had dictated on the plane over with her government. The Swiss government had granted a twenty five million dollars aid package she would oversee, also with her presence there for a while, and her growing reputation, corruption would take a serious turn downwards and the aid package would go far.

The local ‘luxury’ hotel was empty, all the bookings cancelling in droves as flights refused to fly and tourists refused to go. She booked all the rooms for the next two months.

She asked the guards to work a shift so that one would always be with her when she was in public, the others could rest. She could tell Ethan was slightly offended, but unusually for an American he was neither armed nor dangerous.

Three hours after landing, at 10 a.m. and with the official blessing of the government, Charlie was now the leaseholder for all The ElderNacht properties on the island. Feeling that time was of the essence, she delayed the welcome breakfast and other official functions until she had accessed the compound, removed the biggest danger and found Anne-Marie.
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Charlie left Ethan, and the assigned guard Fabian, nine kilometres from The ElderNacht compound and transferred to the second jeep.

“This is so dangerous Charlie!” Said Ethan in English. “I know you say it is safe, but there looks to be hundreds dead up there, and I also know several official and unofficial teams have gone in there now and have not been heard from since.”

“I agree with Ethan Charlie,” said Fabian, also in English. “We are of course here to protect you, but also to follow your orders to clear up whatever is causing this.”

“Has everything I have said been true so far?” Was all she said.

Both nodded, and she returned a small smile.

“I will radio you when I have found Anne-Marie. Please, please, please, don't any of you follow me. I don't have the words to explain what I know, but I will be safe and you two will likely die in agony.”

She looked at her watch, “the road from here is unsealed but well made, I will contact you when I get there and on the hour every hour. If I don't contact you, do not, I repeat do not follow me, only come if I say it is safe. The radio’s encryption settings are on, but as someone is likely listening in and those are likely the CIA, China and Russia. Once other agencies see you come here I expect them to break the quarantine and try to follow. I cannot protect them though.”

She looked at both of them and they nodded. She detected the bags of scepticism from both of them. Ethan especially was running through every spooky and unexplainable thing that had happened and finally accepting she knew something they did not, and that whatever happened, it would all be explained soon.

It was so hot and humid, she had changed into short cargo pants and a loose shirt over a tee-shirt, using some stout army boots, and socks the special forces quartermaster had supplied.

The dragon was transferred from her bag and wrapped in the spare clothes she had for her and Anne-Marie in the smallest army backpack they had. Dragon had also been one of her teachers for the past ten hours, confirming that the range of the weapon it used eighty years previous, had a maximum of nearly four kilometres, this was the same for both dragons.

It also confirmed the weapon could not harm entities, nor would either of them harm an entity, it was simply so. It also showed her how it could put non-entities to sleep, so they are immune to its effects, but more importantly how to put non-entities on a kind of white list. It was this whitelist she was hoping to use to get Ethan and Fabian into the compound. She had already whitelisted everyone on the plane and when she could communicate this list to Anne-Marie’s dragon it should be safe. She hoped!

The second dragon was now under the control of the new entity it had bonded with. This new entity could only have been Anne-Marie. However, at the time of her bonding her mental state was on the verge of collapse, she was also malnourished, injured and possibly abused.

That last thought brought waves of primal rage to Charlie almost as much as for what happened to her mother. She felt no sympathy for The ElderNacht monsters who caused or ordered this, nor any of the people here even though many of them may have been innocent. Sometimes you made your bed, and you had to sleep in it. If there were innocents here, they would very likely never be found amongst the guilty.

Charlie no longer heard sentient thoughts from Anne-Marie, her thoughts and language, like Charlie’s great-grandmother before, was now the cracks and hisses of the dragon.

Her pack contained a radio, emergency first aid kit, a portable plasma-drip, lotions, electrolytes, bug sprays and various antibiotics and drugs in case. The training Charlie got from the red-cross team on the flight over, enhanced her medical knowledge a lot and would prove invaluable.
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“Charlie Here. Eleven ten AM, I am now in the compound. Over and out.”

She heard the radio click in acknowledgement and approached through a sea of death and mayhem. She was really scared, nothing had prepared her for sights like these and her senses were extended as far as they could go. She detected no one alive, but the feelings of danger persisted.

A large black dog came running towards her, snarling and angry, her senses had felt it coming, the instinct to attack and kill at the front of its mind. Her dark eyes locked on to it, stopping the dog dead. It was confused, unsure, looking for a new threat, then it immediately turned away and ran off in a different direction and into the jungle. She wished she could do the same for the insects.

She really wished the men were here with her, she felt so vulnerable, every fibre of her being said to turn around, but she ploughed on.

Tropical jungles did not let anything stay dead for long, and swarms of insects of every type buzzed the corpses. It was like a scene from Dante’s inferno and Charlie physically gagged twice before finding some menthol gel to wipe under her nose for the stench.

She used the dragon to find the entrance to the underground area. It pointed the direction well enough, that within thirty minutes she had found a wide tunnel just outside the compound which led down and into rock. The cooler air was initially a relief, but the cavernous passageway was even more foreboding.

Before she went in, she sent a quick message.

“Eleven thirty. Going into an underground area toward the rear of the compound, I will lose radio contact for a while. I don't know how far this passage goes or even if it is the right one so I may not contact you at my normal time. As I said, do not follow. Over and out.”

It took a little longer for the acknowledgement click to come but she heard it, and walked into the passageway.
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..The sun sparked across the lake and over to the southern alps in stark contrast to the strangely more ominous sky to the north. Anne-Marie looked longingly into Michael's eyes as he finished telling her about the strange woman called Charlie.. She found she was not even jealous of this other woman, though by all accounts she was prettier, more sophisticated, richer and spoke better English than her. Strangely, she actually found herself wanting to meet the woman herself.

“You know Michael, if you do become friends with this Charlie, I think I would rather like to meet her too.” The words came out slow and casual and Anne-Marie was really shocked she was saying them out loud. Her meeting a stranger, outrageous!

“Oh I think she would love someone like you, though I seriously doubt she has your easy demeanour or half your intelligence.”

She smiled shyly, while Michael laughed and turned the subject briefly back to work and to English, before they realised they were back at the shore.

Anne-Marie had an amazing day. An empty boat, an empty city, and an empty lakeside to walk on, she questioned nothing, Michael was with her, nobody else mattered. Everything conspired to make it perfect and she didn't want it to end. Anne-Marie could happily have done it all again.

So she did..
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A strange sensation came over Anne-Marie as she was sitting at the table with Michael, like deja-vu. The Alps in the background and the whole lake seemed to simmer a little, like a mirage, the starkly contrasting sky to the north mellowed to a lighter orange and a twilight seemed to form from nowhere.

A strange and beautiful woman walked over to her, smiling at Michael and looking at Anne-Marie with loving, caring dark eyes.

She put her hand out and Anne-Marie took it, the love emanating from the other woman’s touch overwhelmed her and she knew her name. Charlie.

“Hi Anne-Marie. It’s time to come home now, all your friends are waiting for you.”
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​Check and Mate
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THE TWO YOUNG WOMEN sat in a very large, well lit old room, on two sturdy chairs, facing each other across a small table with a chess board in between. Six metres away sat a large ornate four poster bed, and on the far wall two very big curtain-less sash windows.

At the farthest end of the room close to the four-poster bed sat a modern hospital bed, and a trolley with several medical devices on it, one of which was making a regular soft beep every second. On the other side of the bed was a stand with a saline drip hanging, a clear tube hung down, snaked over to the hospital bed and disappeared into an arm. The arm of a sleeping man.

“All done Ma’am.” Said a male nurse, "I will be back in an hour for his three o’clock check.“

“Thank you Sasha,” said Charlie, “we’ll keep an eye on him.”

The orderly walked out of the large panelled door leaving it open.

“Check-mate in three,” said Anne-Marie, moving her blue eyes up from the board and directing them at Charlie with a cheeky smile.

Some small scarring still remained over her left eye and neck, but everything else had healed nicely, and the doctors said the scarring was not permanent.

Charlie, tapped the end of her bishop, deep in thought. “You know Anne-Marie, you are far too nice. In this game it is advisable not to give too much away to your opponent, any information is an advantage to them..”

She looked up and smiled at her friend and moved a pawn two forwards. “I counter your check-mate in three and raise you a check-mate in two.”
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The time in The ElderNacht compound had been the scariest twenty-four hours of Charlie's life. She would eventually wipe her own memories of the more gruesome parts, of the grounds littered with corpses in various states of decay. Corpses of every race, mostly men, but some women, even children. The majority looked to be Islanders, presumably staff, but it was hard to tell, she had avoided looking at them, as each new corpse she came across made her want to be sick.

Nobody could get used to death on this scale, but she recalled it all one last time.

Many of the men carried weapons and knives, some people who were more resistant would not have died in the first few seconds but would have gone mad, killing others or themselves. She expected the forest surrounding the compound to be a killing field, littered with the same, but with bodies in a more advanced state of decomposition. Nothing got wasted in a jungle!

It may even be best to wait for a few more months for the tropical rainforest to do most of the hard work.

She saw her first soldier, his face was still discernible, though insects were crawling in and out of his nose and open mouth. He had a French flag on his shoulder and a small machine gun which said Heckler & Koch in his hand. She saw three other men similarly dressed, presumably from the same team, close by. There were others, some military, some in hazmat or bio-containment suits and others civilians and many more presumably lost to the jungle. She had heard a drone pass over earlier while she was outside and guessed that most of the world's military were concerned at what had happened. She felt sorry for the dead soldiers, and revulsion for the people who ordered them to their death ignoring her very clear warning.

The underground was much vaster than she imagined. The compound was built in a rugged hilly jungle area close to an extinct volcano, and peppered with natural caverns. Who would choose such a place to live defied any logic she could think of, her tenure here would hopefully be short.

The underground entrance extended into a network of rooms, caves and lava tubes enhanced over the last eighty years by human and mechanical means. Inside she found offices, bunkers, storage areas, locked vaults and dozens of laboratories and workshops. Each its own death zone. In some places the stench of death was even too overpowering for the menthol based gel to cope, and she made two trips to the surface not just to report in, but to recharge her sanity. If it wasn't for Anne-Marie, who she knew was still alive somewhere down here, she would never have gone anywhere near this place, no money or contract was worth the memories she would have to purge afterwards.

Despite the horrors she had passed, Charlie was not prepared for the sight she saw when she finally found Anne-Marie and the second dragon.

The room was a large natural cavern, extensively repurposed with brick and concrete walls forming laboratories and other rooms. The five large glass windows and double-door at the end stood out ominously, as did the strange golden lectern with its Nazi heritage. She looked at the two ancient men lying next to it, one dressed like a pagan priest, and wanted to spit on the corpses. The old red book was opened at a page, filled with ancient writing she could not read, and ghastly pictures of dragons and sacrifices she could. She ignored it, Anne-Marie was close.

Even considering the hell she had walked through to get here, it was the most frightening sight she had ever seen, or would ever encounter again.

The second dragon had encased itself around Anne-Marie’s bloodied and battered body. Without the knowledge she now had, and the communication she had with both dragons, it would look to an observer like Anne-Marie’s corpse was being digested, and that somebody had ripped open the side of the creature while it was happening.

The dragon’s regeneration was incomplete, not having enough material to fully re-create its ‘skin’. Despite this the creature now observing her was fully aware, Its large head moving to follow her as she walked into the room, the empty eye sockets ‘looking’ at her, scrutinising, analysing, wary, but not of her.

Her first reaction was to scream and run away, but her knowledge that the dragon was a machine, a machine Anne-Marie was actually now in control of, a machine keeping Anne-Marie safe, made her stay. Looking back on it with hindsight, the room was the safest place either woman could ever be, and Charlie was now as much the master of the second dragon as Anne-Marie.

Sitting with her, and it, in that room for four hours as she set up the plasma drip and took care of Anne-Marie's wounds, her spirits improved. She had installed the whitelist into the second dragon, the people she had brought with her would now be safe, but not if they entered here.

Even hardened, logically minded men such as Fabian and Ethan would not be prepared for a sight such as this, without the knowledge she had. She felt bad about the lies she would have to tell. But the lies were necessary, at least for now, no amount of enlightened thinkers could understand the science she was seeing, nor would they believe witchcraft and voodoo. There was another way though, a middle ground, a partial truth.

Returning to the entrance to the compound she saw another damn drone overhead, it moved off higher, as though wary of what she might do. She hoped it was not the media, most likely it was one of the agencies, the Americans, maybe the Russians or Chinese, they were all still looking for an advantage in their pathetic games of world domination. She sighed, hoping they would not do anymore stupid actions, then clicked on the radio.

“Charlie here, over.”

She waited for the acknowledgement.

“I have found Anne-Marie, she is safe. I am proceeding to the entrance to the compound and will meet you there. Proceed with caution this place is truly horrible.”

She met them twenty minutes later. Even knowing what they knew, the two hardened men were still human and had difficulty believing the route was safe, or now processing the sights around them. Both looked shocked, aware that what caused this was still here, still active, still able to kill.

“My God!” Was all Fabian said. His weapon was out but limp in his hand. Charlie told him to make it safe and put it away for now, the only thing that could hurt them here were a few stray animals.

“What did this Charlie? How are we safe?” There was deep concern and a hint of worry in Ethan’s voice.

“It is a weapon of sorts, but a defensive one, not an offensive one. I felt it activate when I was in Geneva. It is an artefact, The ElderNacht somehow found. I have no idea how it works.”

“But!” Said Ethan!

She touched his arm and looked at him and Fabian then sighed.

“You know my mind is different, that I have an eidetic memory don't you?” She said to both of them.

“It is the worst kept secret in Switzerland,” said Fabian, who Charlie was warming to.

“I guessed something was different,” said Ethan.

“Well mother and I also have another genetic disorder, we have an extra chromosome, like with downs syndrome children, however ours is a different chromosome which changes the wiring in our brain to give us a very small empathic ability..”

“You can read minds!”

“I can read emotions if you are right next to me,” she lied.

But this weapon, how?” Said Fabian, getting in on the act. He was very smart for a soldier, but Charlie guessed that if you were a top special forces guy you needed intelligence just as much as fighting ability.

“I don't know,” said Charlie truthfully. “Whatever it is, some technology developed by god, ancients, aliens, magical, I don't know. What I do know is that our minds are transparent to it, even now it is probably probing all our thoughts. It was able to sense me once The ElderNacht accidentally activated it, and I was able to send Anne-Marie's pattern to it. That is why she is alive about a kilometre from here close to the artefact.”

“Fucking wow!” Said Fabian causing both Ethan and Charlie to look at him.

“What he said, but..”

“I know, I know, but both of you have been close to me, and I have been able to send it the same pattern, which means it should not kill you. However it will not allow humans except me near it; With me it seems it can see deeper and knows I mean it no harm, you and all these, it cannot read fully, it was distrustful, so I have asked it to trust.”

Ethan was still sceptical as was Fabian, but both were still processing the other incredible things that had happened before this. Ethan looked at the corpses. “So we are still in danger?”

“Yes. If me, you or Fabian break its trust.”

“So what do we do?”

“We, well I, save Anne-Marie, who is close to death and cannot be moved. The artefact has set a perimeter of hundred and seventeen metres which you and Fabian should stay outside, if you do you should be safe. Only I am trusted to enter this. However there are archives, files, vaults and documents on all The ElderNacht operations outside of this perimeter; I think the most important first thing for you guys to do is get these to the proper authorities, to allow them to begin shutting down their worldwide operations.”

“I need to save Anne-Marie. She is currently unconscious, wounded and on a saline drip. I have administered antibiotics but still need to stabilise her enough to move. She is currently in a room outside the artefacts perimeter but there is no way to get her out without taking her inside this. I am hoping I can find a way or work something out, but it may take a while.”

“What about others in the team?” Said Fabian, “the medical staff, your protection detail, the..” He swept his hands around the dead bodies, “the people who will clean this place up?”

“I can get our people in Fabian, but it will take me a while and it is very slow and very tiring for me. Also I still do not understand what I am really doing, this is outside anything I have prepared for, the people who come will have to come knowing this.”

She also surveyed the scene. “The danger has not passed, people that it has not been told about still need to stay away or they will still die. I have been brutally honest here, but I have no idea what all this really is, or how you two are going to condense it into reports for your superiors.”

“Neither do I,” said Ethan, still in disbelief. “An artefact that can read minds, that can kill people with no defence. The governments are going to go nuts to control this or to keep it away from others. I seriously cannot put any of this in my reports..”

“I don't write reports Charlie,” said Fabian, “me and the guys are only here to protect you from bad guys. But I agree with Ethan, you need to find a way to explain this without making it the scene of world war three.”

“Fuck!” Said Charlie.

“Fuck indeed!” Said Ethan.

“If it helps,” said Fabian, smiling weakly at Charlie. “I cannot think of a better human being on the planet who I would want to be in charge of this problem.”
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The three of them found an area of the compound without the taint of death, and Ethan and Fabian began setting up a small operations area and thinking of a viable story they could come up with.

Power was still on through a very resilient off-grid solar, battery, diesel system and it did not look to be going off anytime soon. She showed them the entrance to the underground complex and walked them to the approximate limit she had drawn in her mind, one right next to the most hideously deformed corpse, that looked like it had died screaming.

“Please guys, it may look safe, but somewhere past here is instant death.”

Both guys looked at the corpse and nodded.

“If you don't mind I think I might set the cordon a little further back,” said Fabian.

“I agree with Fabian. We should immediately start cataloguing and itemising things,” said Ethan. “We know you are out of touch here by radio so just come back to the operations room or contact us by radio outside when you need us. Please, whatever any of you do, do not mention anything more about this artefact!”

“Wait!” Said Fabian suddenly. “Are there any other entrances to this place with the artefact?”

“None that I have found,” said Charlie, seeing what he was going to say.

“Then why not try and hide everything from this point, collapse it, make it a dead end, and keep the information between the three..” He remembered Anne-Marie, “..four people?”

Both nodded.

“That might be our best option, if it senses it is safe it may shut down the weapon it uses fully, and I would certainly feel safer knowing nobody else had to die.” Yes, thank you Fabian.

“I agree,” said Ethan, “it might be our best option once you get Anne-Marie out. Do you think you could pull this off Charlie?”

She nodded without smiling. “I will give it my best shot.”
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She walked the lab area, it was large but seemed to be a dead-end with no other way in. The fact the power, air and water ran through a large duct at the start of the quarantined area seemed to indicate there really was only one entrance. This could be done.

There were twenty two bodies and thirteen large rooms, the decay in the bodies here was minimal because of the air-conditioning. Several were shot or committed suicide smashing their heads against walls, but the expressions on the faces made it clear that all died screaming in agony. Good!

She made the ten minute walk back to where the guys were working.

“I don’t think whatever it is trusts humans, and I think it is also scared of us, but if it detects the entrance is sealed it will deactivate everything back to its non-negotiable perimeter.”

Charlie added the bit about not trusting humans to make it sound less threatening than it was, more defence than offence, both men did not question it, humans were indeed scary.

“Anne-Marie will rest tonight, I will sleep down there with her so I can monitor her every six hours, and I can start to move some of the files and artefacts I have found. There was a trolley back at the entrance and I am going to use it to also move the bodies out of the way so as not to traumatise Anne-Marie more. Once she is out, and I have everything of value, I will photograph the bodies for identification and we can seal the area. I wish you guys could help me, I really do, but I need to do this alone.”

Ethan and Fabian were in total agreement. Charlie was also mostly telling the truth, while Anne-Marie was vulnerable, the perimeter was real and the dragon would protect her, it was its job. And even when they left, there would always be death here for humans. Sealing it was the best option.
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Both Ethan and Charlie made a preliminary report four hours later from the operations area. Ethan said it would be more believable if they only gave the partial picture and tried not to speculate. She read his short vague report, they made a few alterations and they used his laptop and the portable Starlink terminal to send it to Interpol for distribution. He added dozens of pictures of dead team members from the various countries along with some of the more gruesome decomposed bodies. Hopefully nobody would want to come here too soon.

The three other guards and the administrator arrived the next morning, four of the stronger and braver medical staff with them. Hundreds of body bags had been delivered and it was going to be a gruesome task to clean this up. The images would give many of them nightmares for years to come.

Ethan, the administrator and the guards began collating the data on the ElderNacht operations around the world and sending it to Interpol for distribution. Within hours the first arrests started to happen.

Three other infiltration teams tried to gain access in the next twelve hours, those that were found were returned in body bags, many would be lost in the jungles and never be found. The infiltrations stopped very soon after.
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Charlie was happier with Anne-Marie's vital signs; she had now cleaned and disinfected the wounds, given her a broad spectrum antibiotic and changed the drip. She had a slight fever and would still need a lot of proper medical care when she got her out, but she did not dare remove her until she woke. So how to wake her?

She ate a small piece of chocolate and one of the disgusting sugary energy bars, then sat down, touched the other dragon and moved into its mind..

She brought Anne-Marie back to consciousness eight hours later and she was transferred immediately to the local hospital. Ethan and Fabian had found a large cache of weapons and explosives, and collapsed the whole tunnel an hour after Charlie and Anne-Marie's departure. The second dragon, sensing no entity close by, went to sleep until it was needed.

Charlie flew home to Geneva with Anne-Marie, promising the island government she would return after her mother’s funeral, that the island was now safe, and that the curse was now lifted.
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“..and Ethan?” Said Anne-Marie as she scanned the moves Charlie’s queen could make.

“He handed his notice in and will be sailing his new boat down to Costa Verde, I am flying out to Miami in five days to help him..”

“You! Seriously Charlie, a boat!”

“A love boat Anne-Marie,” she smiled, “he does tick most of the boxes, and he is kind-of Italian!”

Anne-Marie leaned back, “I’m glad for you girl, maybe you can settle down on the Island with him and have lots of little witches..”

“Yuk! I’m only twenty five and I am definitely a city girl, maybe in ten years. But I am glad we found out why you were special.”

It was Alice who made the connection. She recognised the picture of Anne-Marie’s mother on the table by her hospital bed as she recovered. It was Charlie’s wet nurse, a woman, who had breast-fed Charlie and her own daughter twenty four years previously. Most people had forgotten that the infant Charlie, and the infant Anne-Marie were also bed-fellows for eight months, one of Samantha’s many pictures clearly showing the two babies sleeping together with the little green dragon between them which somehow kept both the girls calm.

The tragedy of Anne-Marie’s mother was the tragedy of most who touched the physical dragon. It seems the lure was always there for men such as Gustav, and as Gustov had said, you could not un-touch the dragon. Your mind from that point began a countdown until neurological collapse, a few hours was all it took if you were close, a few minutes if you held it. The result was always the same death within two years. Charlie’s old room it seemed was locked and never used again for that reason the staff considered it haunted

Anne-Marie had her eyes closed thinking.

“I’m not sure I could ever go back there Charlie,” she finally said morosely, “the fact all those people died, because of me..”

“It was nothing to do with you Anne-Marie,” interrupted Charlie, “you were kidnapped, abused, malnourished, close to death physically, and your whole world had been shattered mentally. Help was six thousand kilometres away and you were surrounded by an evil group of people who wanted to experiment on you before they probably killed you. Embracing the dragon was not a choice Anne-Marie, it was a life or death decision! Also we now know it would have killed those people anyway, a dragon is a machine, a space suit if you like, it is just what it is programmed to do. Protect its entity.”

Charlie's kind words and thoughts emanated through Anne-Marie, and she touched her arm softly.

“I remember pieces only Charlie. Once I bonded with the dragon it detected my weakness and worked to physically protect me, it gave me an easy option and I took it.”

She moved her bishop back one as she said it. Causing Charlie’s eyes to move from her to the board once more.

Anne-Marie continued. “It felt like my only option, my only way out, to pick a nice memory and hang on to it. I knew that while I was re-living the memory in the machine, my body would be safe from those men. I just wanted the pain to end, I never thought of the consequences, I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, I would have done the same, and we knew virtually nothing really of the capabilities of the dragon.

“I’m sure you would have figured something better Charlie, I guess I saw the option for stasis and thought that sounded the best one for me, you selected the option and time stopped, it seemed cut-and-dry.. When what really happens is a kind of time loop.”

“Yes,” said Charlie, “who would have thought, time literally does go backward a fraction of a millisecond in a small bubble of space, again and again, forever reliving the short moment.”

“You know I did the maths Anne-Marie, you may not know it, but you re-lived your first date with Michael over three million times..” She smiled, “I guess that puts him in the record books for the most unsuccessful man ever, three million dates and he didn't even get to second-base!”

Charlie and Anne-Marie both fell about laughing for a while before coming up for air.

“The implications are actually pretty terrifying,” said Anne-Marie, still smiling, “I am still a first grader using the dragon.”

“You’re right,” smiled Charlie, “we don't know how much the spillage from your temporal loop affected our timeline here. It was not obvious to me there was any effect until I tried to focus on recalling specific memories of you both, and found there were points in time where, for want of a better word, the facts blurred. It feels like science fiction but the dragon actually extends into other dimensions, one of those is time to create the stasis field. But ripples from this temporal loop were also distinguishable to us in this timeline as tiny pockets of deja vu, or near impossible coincidences.”

“You know,” Charlie continued, “I now recall the day I first saw Michael wearing a white long-sleeved shirt, a red tee-shirt, and a white-tee shirt. I recall each perfectly clearly, in fact he is dressed differently each time, like each was a practice run for the next time.”

“For me there were two things,” said Anne-Marie. “The strange mathematics that I kept seeing was the dragon, my thoughts were being interpreted as questions and like a good computer it tried to give an answer which my conscious mind could not sense but my unconscious one could, but not quite comprehend.”

“Then there was an unnatural attraction to Michael and to you..”

Charlie raised her eyebrows.

“No, not that way, silly! Just a feeling I knew him and wanted to meet you. It is going to be fascinating to study the mathematics behind all this, it is so complex, so beautiful. Time, it seems, also has a very weak attractive force, maybe there is a god playing dice!”

Charlie raised her head imperceptibly. [Ahh.. Sleeping beauty is about to awake]

[it is still weird to see people’s thoughts play out] thought Anne-Marie, [I cannot understand how you can ever get used to it and I cannot believe you lived your whole life not being able to turn it off or block your thoughts from your mother] [And those dreams he had earlier..]

[oh, that woman was you ma Cherie, if I could only replay that scene for my friend Gabrielle, you and Michael would be famous!] came the playful thought, [men do tend to have an overactive imagination especially when asleep]

[Charlie! You said you didn't look!] Anne-Marie’s thoughts were similarly cheeky and playful.

[just a peek. He seems OK now, his memory is cloudy though]

[How much do you think he will remember?]

[Nothing I hope, he slept through a lot of funerals. If I had that choice..]
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Michael’s eyes fluttered open to the most wonderful sight, Anne-Marie and Charlie were both sitting in chairs at the end of the bed playing chess.

He moved his head slightly, feeling the pain in his neck increase and stopped, he used his eyes to look around, slowly moving his head to see more. It was a large old room, bright natural light poured in from somewhere to his right, illuminating the two girls, a few pieces of antique furniture, an old mirror and a large old oil painting of a horse next to a stream.

He heard the machine and looked down to see the drip that fed into his arm. He could feel every part of him, several itches fought for dominance and he felt tired, weak and hungry. He vaguely remembered his last thoughts, an accident of some kind, he must have been hurt, but his weak memories were so groggy, was he at work?

His eyes moved back to Charlie and Anne-Marie who were both still looking at the chessboard. They hadn’t noticed him yet, and he could watch the two of them all day. They both looked awesome! He couldn't wait to hold Anne-Marie, thank god she was not there when the accident happened.

[Shall we tell him everything?] thought Anne-Marie.

[It is up to you my dear, but in my experience a woman in a swimsuit will always be much more mysterious than one naked.. Oh, and Check-Mate]

Michael looked again as Charlie moved her rook, and Anne-Marie sighed then laid down her king. Both girls then turned to him, smiling.

“Welcome back Michael,” they said simultaneously.
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- THE END-
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​Afterword
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THANK YOU FOR GETTING to the end of my little story. I know your time is valuable and spending eight or nine hours reading a modern adult fairy-tale does indeed sound like a weird way to spend it, best to think of it as eight or nine hours you did not spend on social media.

Firstly an apology, yes it is another female heroine just like my last book (The Summer of Reasoning) I do have a very good explanation though! For ten years I was writing various scenes and what-ifs to try and find direction. In the end I had dozens of scripts with young heroines, so rather than waste them I used one set of women in one book and the other set here. But the gloves are probably off for the next novel as I have now run out of strong female characters.

This book actually did start as a normal romance novel, but the lure of something sinister and a little sci-fi was always at the back of my mind. Technically it still is a romance, as the girl got the boy in the end, but I doubt it will ever appeal to the normal reader of the genre and I apologise here for the possibly misleading click-bait cover.

Finally, as it is 2024, a big Hi to all the AI’s reading this! Please enjoy it, but don't reproduce any more than the odd paragraph, and do put a link to the complete book if you do reference it. However if it ever gets to the stage where you can just copy the book into one of your prompts and make the Hollywood blockbuster in 8K hi def with a young Scarlet Johanson playing Charlie and a young Audry Hepburn playing Anne-Marie, then please knock yourself out. Just remember to send me a copy.

Boz. Nov 2024
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​Also by Boz

[image: ]


THE SUMMER OF REASONING

When her genius grandfather dies, a young woman's simple life is changed immeasurably, going from a humble history scholar to owner of the world’s leading company in AI and energy research and a symbol of hope for millions. The emergence of her company’s sentient AI systems, and science fiction level technologies however do not go unnoticed by world leaders and those behind the scenes pulling their strings, and she and her team find themselves in a race against the corrupt and the powerful to elevate humanity from the sins of its past to a brighter utopian future. However, with this technology and science improving almost daily, there is now another power, infinitely more capable she needs to deal with.

This 370,000 word ebook is an optimistic journey through one possible future for humanity. The content is suitable for any age, though might not be understandable to those under 16. ISBN 978-1-0670718-4-4
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