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Newton

	The harsh, cold light from the office fluorescents illuminated the text in the report. Silas re-read the conclusion, while thoughtfully tapping his cheek with his index finger. The muffled sound the tapping made in the otherwise quiet room only reinforced his feeling that something in the report was off. What it was, he couldn’t tell, at least not after only one reading. 

	David, Silas’ highest ranked profiler, had handed it to him two hours ago, and it was a great analysis, as David’s reports always were – thoroughly written, with an insightful study of the perpetrator. Nothing looked wrong at a first glance, but still, something was eating at him—he just couldn’t put his finger on it. 

	Feeling tired, Silas rubbed his eyes before glancing at the clock. Six-thirty. No wonder it was so dark outside. A tiny stab of guilt hit him as he realized that he was late. 

	“I’m silly,” he mumbled. “It’s over, and I’m done feeling guilty. Brent and his nagging can go to hell!” 

	He was sure his that his ex-partner had taken refuge with his new lover tonight, just in case Silas would be late. They both knew each other’s faults better than they wanted. 

	Silas pushed the thoughts of Brent away and flipped through the pages, skimming through one paragraph here and another there, aware that he was dallying. Instead, he should head over to his boss at the Homicide Department. Mr. Sanders had asked for the report at four, and Silas had promised to give it to him before the workday was over, but there was that pesky feeling he simply couldn’t rid himself of.

	The case was crystal clear. Wilfred Johnson had been found at the scene, still with his hunting knife in hand, surrounded by the dismembered pieces of his wife, three children, and their pet bunny. As soon as the police officers stepped in, Johnson attacked them. They were forced to shoot the man, but he was determined to get to them. No less than three officers were then required to overpower him. At least he survived.

	There were no doubts about Johnson’s medical condition; he was clearly psychotic, claiming that he had been in contact with someone he called the Black Pharaoh, who demanded sacrifices in exchange for eternal knowledge. What use a hunter would have of eternal knowledge, Silas couldn’t begin to understand, but apparently, it was desirable enough for him to kill his family. 

	Only Johnson can see the Black Pharaoh, Silas read. He visits Johnson occasionally, in between Johnson’s sleep- and lucid state. Johnson describes him as a tall, thin black man, reminiscent of an Egyptian Pharaoh. 

	Silas hoped that the last part would not leak to the press. In a worst-case scenario, it would lead to racial conflicts, accusations, and probably more violence. That was something he wanted to avoid at all costs. 

	On the other hand, he thought there might be more to Wilfred Johnson than met the eye. If Silas were going to trust his gut feeling, then it might be handled with the secrecy of a Research Project.

	Thoughtfully, Silas corrected his glasses and came to a decision. He opened his briefcase and brought out his phone book, hoping his contact was still at her office. After dialing the number, he waited impatiently while the signals went through.

	“Damn,” he muttered when no one answered. Just as he was about to hang up, the call connected.

	“Mindy Zhang,” a clear voice said at the other end. “Department of History of Religion. How may I help you?”

	“Dahlia, Newton speaking.” Silas used their Golden Fleece Society names to signal that it was a matter of secrecy.

	There was a short silence before she answered, “Newton?” The D-team historian sounded slightly surprised. “Wait a second,” she added, and put down the phone handle with a faint thump. In the background, Silas heard faint footsteps and then the click of her office door closing. There was a slight crackle in his ear when she picked up the phone handle again, and it made him grimace. “I haven’t heard from you in ages,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

	“Well,” Silas said, flipping through the report, “it’s a longshot, but I need to know if there’s any information at all in the archives of the GFS of a… a person or a being called the Black Pharaoh.”

	“The Black Pharaoh?” Before he could answer, Mindy inhaled deeply, and said, “Yes, yes, there is.”

	“There is?” He couldn’t believe his luck. “Tell me!”

	“I haven’t read the report in a long time now, mind you, but if I remember corr— No, let’s start with Artemis and Apollo—”

	“The GFS founders?” Silas interrupted, flabbergasted, and reached for a pen and paper.

	“Yes. How much of their background is known to you?”

	“Nothing more than the official channels tell us.”

	“Might be as well, but I’ll make it short. Before they ended up in the US, Artemis studied archaeology at the University of Egypt, and Apollo was her teacher. During that time, they happened to attend the excavation of Tutankhamun’s tomb. From it, they got their hands on an artifact that caught the attention of an old cult called the Brotherhood of the Black Pharaoh.”

	“Really?” Silas stopped writing. “I’ve never heard of this before.”

	“Well, you didn’t study archaeology as a Star Student, now, did you?”

	“No,” he admitted. 

	“It’s an important piece of history, especially since the loss of the artifact to the Brotherhood lay the groundwork for the idea of a counterweight cult.”

	“I’m sorry, did you just call the GFS a cult?”

	“I sure did.” Mindy sounded amused.

	“Oh, come on!”

	“Believe me, I could convince you in an hour, if we had the time.”

	Now it was Newton’s turn to sound amused. “I’ll buy you a couple of drinks at The Underdog one of these days, and you’ll get your chance.”

	Mindy laughed. “Deal,” she said.

	“So, if there’s a brotherhood around this Black Pharaoh being, what is he?”

	“We’re not really sure. It’s suggested that he was an Ancient Egyptian God-King, maybe judged to Damnatio Memoriae—”

	“Hang on, dam—what?”

	“Dam-na-tio Memo-ri-ae,” Mindy patiently said. “It means ‘condemnation of memory,’ and even though the term is modern, the practice was used in Rome as a form of dishonor for traitors and such like.”

	“Uh-u, okay. But nobody knows for sure if the Pharaoh was judged to this… uh… this condemnation?”

	“Correct.”

	“And is this brotherhood still active today?”

	“Could be. I don’t actually know. It’s not my area, but you should contact Alecto and Angelo. They can get you the files.”

	“Good idea.”

	“You haven’t told me why you’re interested in the brotherhood.”

	Silas hesitated for a moment, but then he shrugged. He didn’t see any harm in telling her. “I just got a murder case where the perpetrator claims that the Black Pharaoh needed sacrifices.” There was a sudden silence on the other end of the line. “Are you still there?” he asked when the silence drew out.

	“Yes. It took me by surprise, is all.”

	Silas frowned at the wording. “Why?”

	“I haven’t heard of any public activities from them since the twenties, and they never operated outside of Egypt.”

	“But it’s not your area,” Silas reminded her.

	“You’re right. It’s not,” Mindy admitted. “But I got a strange feeling you might be running out of time.”

	The hair on Silas’ arms rose up all of a sudden, and he shuddered from bad premonitions. “Right,” he said, trying to sound unaffected. “I better call Alecto, then.”

	“Do so. Nice talking to you, Newton. Don’t forget about the beer you promised me.”

	He tried to laugh, but the unexpected scare she’d given him made the words sound artificial. “The Underdog, next Friday, at eight; if nothing comes up.”

	“You’ve got yourself a deal,” Mindy said with a laugh, then hung up.

	Immediately, he dug out the number for his A-team contact and dialed Alecto. Not even two signals went by before she answered. 

	“Yes?” Her voice was as nasal as usual.

	“Alecto, it’s Newton. I’ve found something that might interest you.”

	“And what might that be?”

	 “I have a murder case in which the murderer claims to have been contacted by the Black Pharaoh. You have files on him that I need.”

	“Hm, so the Pharaoh has popped up again. That’s not good. Have you told anyone else?”

	“Only Dahlia.”

	“She’d be the right person to talk to among the D’s. She doesn’t know enough, though. I’ll contact Nikomachos, so he can make all the preparations for an RP. You wait for his call and I’ll pick up all the information you need. I’ll meet with you and your team tomorrow.”

	“And my boss?” Silas cut in when she made a short pause.

	“I’ll let Sanders know we’re taking over the case. In the meantime, you hold on to your information and don’t do anything rash.”

	“You know I won’t.”

	“Yes, I know,” she said with an unexpected warmth in her voice, before she turned all professional again, “Did you need anything else?”

	“No, Ma’am.”

	“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 

	She hung up and Silas let the handle slip back onto the phone. He leaned back on his chair with a deep sigh. As he watched his own reflection in the dark window, he tried to get rid of the dread Mindy’s words had given him, but he always had a feeling of impending doom before a research project. Alecto didn’t need to worry about him doing anything rash. He wasn’t prone to impulsive decisions, and he would never go on a solo adventure his Principal Investigator hadn’t approved. Nikomachos and Alecto would decide how to proceed, and Silas was satisfied to begin with the R.P. in the morning. This would give him the time he needed to deal with his personal matters, and what would better keep his thoughts from the upcoming research project than moving out from his boyfriend’s place? Well, he corrected himself, ex-boyfriend now. Thank God.

	With another sigh, he pushed himself up from the chair. The day wasn’t getting any younger and he had a lot of his stuff to move. He placed David’s report in his briefcase, took his trench coat, and headed out of the FBI building. 

	The wind was chilly and smelled of late fall. Golden and red leaves swirled around the parking lot, visible in the pools of light created by the lamp posts. Silas’ car, with its utility trailer, occupied two parking spaces. He got in and placed his briefcase on the passenger seat. As he turned on his night lights and pulled out of the FBI area, he felt nothing but relief that this would be the last time he drove the long way to Brent’s apartment in Lower Terrace Bay. Silas’ new flat wouldn’t be in such a nice area, but if not fancy, Greenfields was located so close to the FBI headquarters that he could jog there in the mornings. The prospect cheered him up substantially, and he turned on the radio. Listen to Your Heart by Roxette had just climbed all the way up to the first place of the Billboard List. He hummed to the music and sang along with the few lines he knew, feeling the lyrics to be strangely fitting for his upcoming evening activities.

	Forty minutes later, he parked in front of the entrance of the old but beautiful building where he had shared Brent’s apartment for two and a half years. It hadn’t only been bad moments, Silas had to admit, but the good ones had been few and far between after the first infatuation wore off. He would never again make the mistake of moving in with someone while being head-over-heels in love. The past eight months had been terrible, and the two of them hadn’t been able to spend a moment’s time together without snapping at each other. Brent had, at least, half-promised to be out of the way tonight, which Silas was grateful for, even though it meant an extra hour or more of carrying boxes to the car, and all without any help. He hoped that his Chevrolet Tahoe, together with the utility trailer, would swallow the entire load at once, just so he wouldn’t have to come back.

	Silas brought out the dolly, propped open the entrance door, and took the elevator to the sixth floor. As he unlocked the left-side door, he pondered that he would have to mail the key to Brent after he was done here. He didn’t want to have any reason at all to meet with his ex, ever again.

	All the boxes were placed in the entrance hall, and Silas began filling up the elevator, surprised that it was going quicker than he had expected. It took less than twenty minutes to haul the boxes from the hall to the elevator, and another twenty minutes to put them onto the trailer.

	When the last box was tightly secured, Silas fastened the tarp and took a step back, checking the result. He smiled broadly at how professional it looked, and gave himself a mental pat on the shoulder, before turning and walking to the elevator. Just one last look around, to see that I haven’t forgotten anything, and then—freedom. He released the entrance door on the way, allowing it to close quietly behind him. As he stepped into the elevator, the light flickered for a few seconds. Silas swore softly, but then the light stabilized and the elevator got up to the sixth floor without any problems. A sudden feeling of resentment hit him at the thought of stepping through that door again. 

	“I should just leave,” he mumbled, staring at the apartment door with bizarre aversion. “If I’ve forgotten something, then it’s probably not important anyway. Brent can deal with it.”

	The deep relief that filled him after this decision was as odd as the aversion had been, and the feeling of something being off returned with full force. The hair on his arms rose, his pulse quickened, and a light layer of sweat covered his face. He stared at the ajar door, and his heart skipped a beat.  Wasn’t the door closed a second ago? He just couldn’t remember. Brent must’ve come home without me noticing him. Silas gazed at the opening with an insecure frown. The logic of the thought should have made him relax, but instead, it only made him more on edge. Brent wouldn’t have left the door ajar. Maybe he’s sick? He scoffed. Drunk, rather.

	Silas hesitated. He did not want to go in and check the apartment. All his senses told him that something was wrong, but to leave when Brent might be in trouble didn’t feel good either. I did care for him once, after all.

	Despite that thought, Silas braced himself for another drunken fight – At least, I hope it’s just that – before leaving the elevator. At the gap in the door, he stopped and peeked into the empty hallway. A flickering light came from underneath the thick curtains that separated the living room from the hall, and the orange color looked frighteningly like fire. Silas sniffed the air, but there was no other smell than the ordinary. 

	“Brent?” he called out, but his ex didn’t answer. “Damn,” he muttered under his breath, wishing for his gun that he didn’t carry tonight. “Just a quick look, to make sure everything’s alright…” 

	He walked cautiously through the short corridor, and peered through the gap in between the two thick, red curtains. Then, he froze, staring at the scene in front of him, without fully comprehending what it was he saw. 

	Propped up on a stack of books on the coffee table, not farther away from him than a few feet, was Brent’s scalped and decapitated head. His jaw hung slack and his eyes stared back at Silas without eyelids to cover them. Silas’ mouth opened into a silent scream, and he tried to turn and run, but his body didn’t obey. Unable to look away, he saw the rest. Leaned toward the leg of the table, stood Brent’s torso. The navel ring gleamed in the strange flickering light that didn’t seem to have any source. Silas’ gaze fell on the large doll on the sofa that Brent had brought home from China a year and a half ago, seeing Brent’s chopped-off hands clasped together in its lap. Then, he looked to the ceiling where Brent’s legs were hanging like a grotesque Christmas decoration.

	Silas finally managed to move. He took some shaky steps backwards, before he bumped into someone. With a sharp intake of breath, he twirled around and locked his gaze with an inhumanly tall and thin man. Dark shadows hid his face, and an Egyptian khepresh covered the long, deformed silhouette of his head. His thin hands caressed a bloody brain. Trying to scream, but unable to construct any sounds at all, Silas stumbled back toward the living room, pulling down the curtains on the way. The orange light fell unobstructed on the Pharaoh’s unearthly face, and Silas whimpered from fear.  

	“Newton, of the Golden Fleece Society,” the Pharaoh said in a dark, soothing voice. The mere sound of it stopped Silas’ legs from moving. “I have been waiting for you.”

	“For… For me?” Silas’ voice was nothing more than a hoarse whisper. The creature knew his team-name. He didn’t know why that was so scary, but he was so terrified that he couldn’t stop his body from shaking.  

	“You are so fascinated by the brain and its winding thought processes, its mysteries.” The Pharaoh stroked the bloody brain in his hands with a smile that appeared loving, but Silas saw the hunger underneath, the malice and the anticipation. “There are so many answers I can give you,” The Pharaoh continued. “More than you ever thought possible. You could become the first human in history to solve every single mystery of the brain and how it affects its human carrier. You could become famous and win the Nobel Prize. What wouldn’t you give for that?”

	The Pharaoh looked at him, as his large, black eyes glimmered like obsidian in the faint light. Like a predator, Silas thought and swallowed anxiously. A predator who waits for its prey to take one wrong step. And I’m the prey. 

	The silence drew out. The Pharaoh stroked Brent’s brain over and over, but his gaze didn’t leave Silas’ for a second. The image of himself in Stockholm, accepting the Nobel Prize, flashed through Silas’ inner eye, and even though the thought held a powerful and strong temptation, it was more ridiculous than anything else he could have imagined. Whatever this Pharaoh was, he wasn’t good at psychology. 

	“What… What if I say no?” Silas finally managed to say in a trembling voice.

	The loving mask disappeared as if it had never been there, and got replaced by a slow, menacing smile. “I would have fun,” came the purring answer, and Silas had to clench the muscles of his bladder to avoid peeing his pants out of fear.

	“And… And what do you want from me in return?”

	“I am sure we can come to an agreement.” The smile broadened as the Pharaoh glided toward him. Silas found that he couldn’t move a limb. He was transfixed by fear. The dark smile dominated his field of vision. The Pharaoh’s dry and cracked lips moved again, and the smooth voice trailed like syrup into Silas’ ears, “Your knowledge will be endless, Newton, endless.”

	Without knowing how it happened, Brent’s brain was in Silas’ hands. His fingers followed the sulci and gyri, and they began glowing underneath his touch. In awe, he continued to stroke the brain, watching the dim glow. He could feel the knowledge trickle through the pores of his skin, rushing through his blood, caressing his nerves, until it reached his own brain that exploded in knowledge. Silas’ eyes widened when all the insight and enlightenment, hidden from all mankind, crashed into his consciousness, and he screamed.
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