Angels of Silence
by Rich Brueckner
In the southern regions of Mexico,
there’s a little town called Oaxaca
that did a grand experiment in law
enforcement. Faced with the silent
output of hundreds of security
cameras in public spaces, they hired
deaf officers to read lips and look for
clues for solving and preventing
crime.

Yes, I say to myself smugly as I look
out on this town square, Kassatra’s
Comet is coming. And its like the
entire planet is geared up for the
grand cosmic light show.

And it worked. These amazing
people have found thieves,
murderers, buried bodies, and
they’ve even saved precious human
life from horrible kidnappings.
The deaf officers are called the
Angels of Silence. Their story is true,
something so remarkable in my eyes
that it inspired the fictional tale you
are about to read. There’s even a
little HPC in there for you.

I’m headed for coffee when my
publicist texts me about the press
conference later today. I’m walking
and typing with my thumb and
thinking about what I’m going to say
before the cameras and suddenly a
bicycle comes out of nowhere.
She doesn’t see me in time to stop
as I step into her path. The front
wheel goes over my boot and she
crashes into the curb, head over
heels.

Something about town squares have
always drawn me there. Today, as I
walk on these old cobblestones of
Oaxaca, I see the people here laugh
and connect, come and go, and it’s
as if I was truly alive in this space,
though just observing their love for
each other through some kind of
glass.

It’s all so fast. I’m not injured, but I
go to her, flailing on the pavement
with her left leg bent horribly behind
her.
“Are you OK?” I ask. She looks at
me in a daze, this lovely young
Mexican woman, but she doesn’t
speak. I’m thinking her heritage is
probably Mixtec, a native people to
this region that goes back far beyond
the Mayans and Aztecs.

I’m here for the comet. It’s my comet,
actually. They named it after me,
Jack Kassatra, long after I first
detected it while working in Hawaii at
the Subaru telescope. It was just a
smear of light then, but tonight will
be its brightest night and I’m here in
this town for the best possible view
as the earth passes through its tail.

	
  

She looks at her body, obviously
assessing the damage, and raises
her hands slowly to make some
signs. She’s mute.
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“My leg hurts,” she signs. I
understand her. She seems
surprised when I sign back.

Chief Gerrado is there and his face
is drawn like he’s just seen
something horrific. He comes to us
hurriedly, looking at her closely for
signs of injury.

“I’m glad you’re ok. I’m so sorry. Can
I help you get up?”

“Erika, are you alright?” he asks. She
nods slowly.

She nods and I help her to stand.
She’s got a limp and when we pick
up her bike, the front wheel is bent
and it’s obvious she can’t ride the
thing.

She doesn’t sign to him. That means
he can’t read sign language.
“She wants to know what happened,”
I say to him.

I tell her my name is Jack and that I
want to help. Where was she going,
anyway?

“And who are you, sir? This is a
crime scene and I’m going to have
ask you to step aside.”

“I’m Erika,” she signs. She looks into
my eyes and there’s this pause,
almost like she’s known me my
whole life.

“I’m a stranger, I tell him. “I helped
Erika get here after an accident.”
Erika leans towards me and pulls me
closer so he can see.

“Can you help me get to work?” she
asks with her tiny, delicate hands.
“I’m a police officer and the station is
not far from here.”

“Officer, I know how to sign. Let me
help.”

The Massacre

Aftermath

I hear the sirens before we get there,
but I don’t say anything to her as we
walk slowly to the station. There are
squad cars, fire trucks, ambulances
clogging the entry to the police
station.

We enter the squad room where
Erika once worked. The place is a
disaster. Tossed chairs, bullet holes,
blood everywhere. Two policemen
are zipping up the last of the
nineteen body bags.

“Something terrible has happened”
she signs to me. “My god, my
friends! I must go to them!”

The younger one, a handsome boy
no more than 21 I’d say, he runs
outside to vomit.

I see they’ve got the yellow tape
across the entry as we approach.
The officers in their bulletproof vests
look at me suspiciously as I walk up
with Erika.

Erika is weeping uncontrollably as
she looks around at this aftermath of
this unholy mayhem. She leans on
me and I catch her as her knees
begin to buckle.
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She signs one thing to me, and then
she goes silent for the rest of the
day.

“Thank you. If you can help me find
these men, I will let you watch when
I kill them.”

“Who could do such a thing?”

The hairs stand up on the back of my
neck. I am going to do this, and now
I think I know how.

Interrogation
Chief Gerrado has me in the
interrogation room. He wants to
know everything about me. Who am
I? Where was I at the time of the
murders? Who can vouch for me?
How did I come to be here at this
particular horrific time?

The Mission
It is like a breath of fresh air when
Tom Braman answers the phone.
His raucous laugh is the kind of thing
that lights up a room and the sound
of it brings me back to my college
days when we were roommates.

We go over it four times. He’s
looking for consistency and that’s all
I can give him. The young cop
knocks and comes in with the daily
newspaper. My picture is on the front
page along with a drawing of the
comet.

“Professor Jack, what have you
gotten yourself into this time?” The
story of the massacre of the Angels
of Silence is all over CNN, he says.
His office is already reaching out to
the Mexican authorities.

“So you really are the comet guy,”
Gerrado says. “My daughter came
home from school and she couldn’t
shut up she was so excited to go
hear you speak at the University
tomorrow.”

“Tom, I’m here with the last one. Her
name is Erika. She’s amazing. All of
her colleagues were killed and now
she’s convinced that they must have
seen something important on the
security tapes, a secret so terrible
that the killers needed to take no
chances and silence them all
forever.”

He gets up to open the door for me.
“You can go, Professor.”
I am about to walk out and then stop
and look at him.

While I’m talking, Gerrado walks in
with a portable hard drive and hands
it me. It’s all the Oaxaca camera
footage from the past week– four
Terabytes compressed.

“Chief, I have friends at the FBI, I
used to lecture at Langley. Maybe I
can help you.”

“Jack, I’ve got an idea about that
footage,” he says. “When your disk
gets here, I’m going to hand it over
to Murphy over in the lab. He’s been
working with things called DSP
signal processors and he claims they

He shakes my hand. His fingers are
strong and calloused and he looks
me in the eye with the dead serious
look of a man on fire.
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can do the work of thousands of
computers at unbelievable speed.”

I hold her hand and look up to the
night sky. I notice she is trembling.

“How do they work?” I ask him.

“What is it?” I ask her.

“What we are going to do is convert
all your files to analog streams.
That’s what these chips do–they are
used to process sounds–phone calls,
intelligence streams, things like that.”

“This night is so remarkable,” she
says. “But what if they are coming for
me, too?”
I hold her close. We stand in this
beautiful silence together and I feel
something inside me stir that I
thought had died a long time ago.

“But there is no sound,” I tell him.
“There doesn’t need to be, Jack.
We’ll turn the videos into signals and
have the machine look for the sour
notes.”

“How is it that you know how to
sign?” she asks.
I feel a sigh escape me and there’s
this pause I cannot help.

“What do you mean?”
“Ok, so let’s say you were listening
to a symphony. Beautiful music. And
then one musician breaks a string or
something and that one sour note
jumps out and that’s what you
remember about the entire
performance. Jack it would take
months of intelligence operatives to
go through your tapes and try to
figure out what secret is on there that
was so horrendous. But with this
machine, Murphy tells me we can
have our answer in just a few hours.”

“My wife,” I say. “She was deaf and
she taught me everything.”

I walk the disk to the fedex office on
the other side of the town square. It
will be dark soon. Comet Kassatra is
coming.

It’s a week later now and the comet
is gone. I’m at the station with Erika.
She is the last of the Angels of
Silence, and she keeps going
through all the footage she can,
looking for clues about the murders.
I bring her coffee and she barely
looks up.

“And now where is she?”
“It was a long time ago. She had
depression. She took her own life.”
Erika looks at me, staring into my
eyes and I suddenly I know
everything she wants to say.
The World’s End

Night of the Comet
Erika and I are standing on a hill with
my telescope. The comet is at it’s
brightest and I bring her over to look.
“So beautiful,” she signs to me.
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My hand is on her shoulder when my
phone rings. It’s Tom from the FBI.

There’s this pause and then he
answers his own question:

“Jack, I’m sorry I didn’t call you
sooner. I’ve got kind of a personal
crisis here and…

“Destroy Everyone’s world.”

“What is it?”

Two hours later, I’m looking out at
the town square again. But the
scene is very different and I can’t
quite place it. Then it hits me; there
is no sign of the love I saw before.

The Sour Note

“Julie left me. I’m still in shock. One
minute we were planning a trip to
South Africa and then the next day
after the comet, she says she’s done
and that’s it.”

My phone rings. It is Tom.

“I”m so sorry man,” I tell him. “You
two were great together.”

“Look, old man, we ran your footage
through the machine and it found the
sour note.”

“Here’s the weird thing, Jack. It was
on CNN. This is happening all over
the world. Couples are breaking up
by the thousands. Old married
people, newlyweds, everyone. It’s all
over the news this week like some
kind of mass hysteria or something
that started the day after the comet.”

“You did? Great. What is it?”
“Jack, I’ve known you most of my
life, but I can’t explain what we’ve
found. It makes no sense and you
are going to have to explain it to me.
I’m sending it now.”

I’m trying to absorb what Tom is
saying to me.

I walk to the squad room where Erika
is waiting. I tell her they found it and
she has me come sit at the terminal
next to her.

“Jack, there’s this poster in my office,
you know the Oppenheimer one?”
“You mean that one about the atomic
bomb where he says, “I have
become Death, Destroyer of
Worlds?”

I pull up my gmail and open the
video file Tom just sent to me. Four
men are talking in the city square. A
tall man has his back to the camera
and the others are nodding like he is
the one doing all the talking.

“Yes, exactly. Think about it though
with this comet thing and all those
people losing the loves of their lives.
What if? What if you were some
malevolent force out there bent on
destruction, what would be the best
way to destroy the world?”

	
  

“Can you read the lips for me, Erika?
I have to know what these men are
saying.”
She watches and types as fast as
anyone I’ve ever seen. The words
appear on screen below the footage:
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Yes, Diablo. We will do as you say…
And in return, you will spare our
families from the comet?
We agree…
We will take them all as you say.
But why can no one know, Diablo?
The tall man in the video turns. Erika
can now read his lips.
She types:
“No one can know because if it
comes out that this is my work, it will
be neutralized completely.”
“But you will know, Diablo.”
“No,” he says. “I won’t. I am no one.”
Now I see the sour note. His face
changes right in front of my eyes.
It is my face.
My knees are going weak. I am
crumbling. Erika looks up at me. She
says she’s always known who I am.
I look into the dark pools of her eyes.
What I see is pure love, an invincible
force of renewal that will surely
vanquish me.
But there is nothing to fear.
You see, somewhere up there,
Angels of Silence watch over us.
And if you listen closely, the roar of
their hearts is as big as the sky.
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