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 JOIN MY NEWSLETTER 
 
    I try to publish new books often. Sometimes even two a month. I wake up, drink coffee, write stories, sleep, then repeat. 
 
    If you'd like to be notified when a new book hits the digital shelves, sign up below and I'll give you a quick heads up  with direct links when that happens. Nothing more. Nothing Less. 
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 “How much management do we need 
 
    To keep us from being ourselves?” 
 
    George Stevens, Hollywood film director, on seeing the German concentration camps 
 
   


 
  

 One 
 
      
 
    Pitch black. The painful rasp of breath searing in my throat and my lungs. The crashing and stumbling of my feet running blindly over uneven ground. Twigs like claws tearing at my face and hands. Invisible branches whipping and lashing at me. Behind me, to left and right, the baying and howling of the pack, closing in on my scent. Running blind, it had to happen and I knew it would. My foot hit a rock. My ankle twisted. Shafts of pain stabbed through my leg and I hit the hard ground. Sharp stones bit into my hands. 
 
    And then they were all around me. I could not see them in the blackness, but I could hear them and smell them. And feel them. Their presence grew in intensity until they were almost like shapes made of black light: six before me, six behind me, six on my right and six on my left, sniffing the air, tasting my fear, closing in for the kill. My skin crawled, my body arched away, sensing the long, hard steel blades, knowing the terrible killing was about to start. 
 
    And then in the darkness I saw the eyes. 
 
    I sat up with a gasp. 
 
    It was dark, but not impenetrable. I could see the pale oblong on the window on my right. Moonlight was leaning in, soft turquoise beams that lay across the foot of the bed. A cool breeze touched my skin and I realized I was sweating, my heart was pounding and I was breathing hard, as though I’d been running. An owl called out, lonely in the woods, and I half expected to hear the baying and howling from my dreams echoing across the night in response. 
 
    I swung my legs out of bed and crossed the wooden floor to the window. The moonlight hung almost like a mist over the lawns. Tall narrow shadows seemed to look back at me from among the trees in the woodland. Invisible, undefined beings, half dream, half premonition, seemed to linger in the air, waiting for their moment to become real. I listened to the house. It was silent. 
 
    And in that silence there was knowledge: a kind of truth. I knew with absolute certainty that they would come, and there was only one thing I could do to stop them. I had to kill them first, every single one of them. 
 
    I turned from the window and looked back at the bed. Abi was sitting up, with her arms on her knees. The moonlight lay across the foot of the bed, but her face and her eyes were in darkness. Her voice, when she spoke, seemed disembodied. 
 
    “You OK?” 
 
    I nodded, realized she probably couldn’t see it and said, “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re standing staring out of the window at four in the morning.” 
 
    I smiled. “I do that every morning at four, didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    I thought of all the things I wanted to tell her, all the things I would have told Marni without hesitation. But it was somehow different with Abi. I wanted more than anything else to protect her—not just keep her physically safe, but protect her from the darkness. It was an imperative need in me to protect her innocence, hers and her children’s, from the ugliness, the ruthlessness and the killing that had been my life for the past twelve years. I had to end it. I had to kill the pack, but I had to do it far away from her. 
 
    “I may have to go away for a while, on business.” 
 
    She was quiet for a while. “How long?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “It’s not over, is it? You said it was over.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to think about it, Abi. It doesn’t affect you. I’m a businessman, going away on business…” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Lacklan. Don’t patronize me.” 
 
    I sighed. “You, Sean, Primrose. You are the only good, wholesome things in my life. You are untouched by…” I hesitated. “Untouched by my past, by my father. I want it to stay that way. These people—this pack—they sully everything they touch. I don’t want you to know about them.” 
 
    “I already know about them.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “No, you don’t.” After a moment I added, “I have to finish it, Abi. If I don’t finish it, it will never end. If you…” I struggled to say it, but forced myself. “If you feel this isn’t what you signed up for, if you feel you want to leave…” 
 
    “What I signed up for is standing by your side, for better for worse. I’m not a quitter. I’m not going anywhere. What do you need from me?” 
 
    I went and sat beside her on the bed and took her hands. Now I could see the pale luminescence of her face, and her eyes watching me. “I need you to stay wholesome and sane. I need you to be something I can hold on to, and come back to. You can’t know about it.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long while, staring at me. Finally she smiled and said, “About what?” I kissed her and she whispered, “Come back to bed, I have a going away present for you…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Abi and Rosario had set themselves a project to create an orchard and a herb garden at the back of the house, outside the kitchen. A local gardener had been recruited from Weston and, after breakfast, the three of them had gathered on the large stretch of lawn that separated the house from the forest at the back and started pacing up and down, standing around gazing with their hands on their hips and pointing at where they visualized plum trees and apple trees in neat, shaded rows, and nearer to hand, rosemary, sage and thyme, ready in good time for Christmas. 
 
    I withdrew to my study which, since I had rearranged all the furniture, I was now beginning to think of as my study, and withdrew from my safe the documents I had taken from the Richard John Erickson Institute, including the list of the Omega cabal, and sat at my desk to study them. 
 
    It began to dawn on me as I worked through the papers that, though I probably knew more than anyone alive, outside the cabal, about Omega, I actually knew very little about them, about their structure and workings. All I knew was their purpose and their objectives—and even that I knew only in the most general terms. 
 
    I took the list of members that Michael Donnelly, Senator Cyndi McFarlane’s husband, had printed for me before I killed him and studied it with care for the first time. There were twenty-four members of the cabal, each designated with a letter from the Greek alphabet. This much I knew. My father, before he was killed, had been Gamma. They had offered his seat to me, and when I had refused and declared war on them, they had given that place to Donnelly. That place was now, as far as I knew, vacant. 
 
    What I hadn’t known till now was that the cabal was divided into six groups, and each group had a geographical jurisdiction and what they called a competence. The first group was designated Omega Alpha. It appeared to be different from the others. Its geographical jurisdiction was the United Kingdom, New England, New York, the District of Columbia and Virginia, California and Belize. I sat for a while thinking about this, then had a look at its ‘competence’. It said ‘Oversight and general administration’. Its members were only three, Alpha, Beta and Gamma. Beside their titles in the cabal were their actual names. Gamma, as I said, was deceased, Alpha I knew well and Beta was a household name within the IT industry. 
 
    The other five groups were numerical: Omega 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. Omega 1 covered Canada, USA, Greenland, the Caribbean, Australia and New Zealand. I had a look at its competence: free market capital, mass production and mass distribution, technological R&D in non-biological fields, IT, social cohesion, tension and conflict. Its members were the same as Omega Alpha, with the addition of Delta (Saul Cohen) and Epsilon (Aaron Fenninger).  
 
    Omega 2 covered the European Union plus Turkey, Norway and Iceland, Omega 3 covered Latin America, Omega 4 covered Africa and the Middle East and Omega 5 covered Russia, the Far East and the islands of the Philippines and Indonesia. Their competences seemed to cover everything from the movement of capital—free market, central planning and black market—as well as research and development in all areas of technology, but especially what they listed as ‘behavior and motivation management’ and ‘unregulated biological and genetic IT interface’.  
 
    It was beyond science fiction. But as I read through it I was haunted by the images that George Stevens had filmed on entering Dachau, and Hitchcock and his British team’s record of Belsen. That was not science fiction. It had happened, seventy years earlier. It was a reality: a program to exterminate an entire race of human beings. And it had been organized by a small cabal of people who, for no good reason, considered themselves somehow superior, and reinforced their fantasy with classical and pseudo-occult trappings. The parallels with Omega were striking.  
 
    But where the Third Reich’s agenda had focused on Jews, homosexuals and ‘short-legged Mediterraneans’, Omega did not discriminate on the basis of race. They were more politically correct than that. They were happy to exterminate everybody who wasn’t in the cabal, or serving the cabal as a happy slave. 
 
    That right there, I told myself, was the reason for the second amendment. I didn’t want to preserve the second amendment. I wanted to abolish a world that made it necessary. Until then, I would keep my right to bear arms. 
 
    And use them. 
 
    Twenty-four men and women who believed themselves somehow superior to the rest of humanity, whose objective was… I paused in my thinking and realized that I did not really know, precisely, what Omega’s objective was. My father had begun to explain it to me, though at the time I had hardly listened. It was based on Malthus’ proposition: population grows exponentially, resources grow arithmetically.  
 
    Basically, population grows more, and faster than energy and food production. Of course, the Industrial Revolution meant that we were able to produce food on a scale that Malthus had never dreamed possible, and capitalists crowed that Malthus had been proven wrong, that production could keep pace with population.  
 
    But the very scientific revolution that was generating food on such a vast scale was also doing two other things: it was providing medical advances that were wiping out disease, increasing longevity by almost fifty percent, and simultaneously creating the greenhouses gases that would change the climate and bring drought and famine where before there was super-production.  
 
    The bitter twist was that by the time the droughts struck, the population would have grown from seven hundred million when Malthus was writing, to over seven billion, six hundred million today—and growing exponentially. Edward Wilson, one of Marni’s most powerful influences at Harvard, had said that, “the constraints of the biosphere are limited,” and that the Earth could sustain no more than nine or ten billion, and that was without factoring in climate change.  
 
    Omega had factored in climate change and decided that seven billion people needed to die, and the remaining six hundred million had to have their minds and their behavior controlled. That was, in essence, the Omega Protocol: the final protocol. 
 
    Were they wrong? Humanity was well on its way to becoming a plague of parasites—if it hadn’t already become one—you couldn’t argue with that. But if their assessment of the problem was correct, it didn’t mean their solution was.  
 
    I checked the clock on the wall. It was five past twelve. The sun was over the yardarm. I stood and poured myself a Bushmills, pulled a Camel from my pack and lit up, standing by the window, looking out at the lawn and the trees beyond. I had no solution for the world. I had no solution for humanity. But I did know two things: if human beings had anything of worth it was the freedom of their minds; a freedom that gave them the potential to be more than the sum of their parts. To convert human beings into slaves, into biological machines as Omega intended, was nothing short of an obscenity. And beyond that, whether Omega were right or wrong, I knew that sooner or later they would come after me and my family. And that meant simply that I had to go after them first. 
 
    I sat at my desk and looked at the list. It was clear it had to be one of the five members of Omega 1, in North America. I smiled: correction, four members in North America. Gamma was dead. Alpha and Beta could not be reached yet. They were too well protected. That left Delta, Samuel Cohen, and Epsilon, Aaron Fenninger. 
 
    I smoked and considered the names. I knew practically nothing about Samuel Cohen except that he was a financier from a very powerful family of bankers. But Fenninger I knew more about. Most people did. He was a writer, a director and TV and film producer. He’d started out twenty years earlier with a teen fantasy series that had not only made him fantastically rich, but had had a profound effect on teens and pre-teens. Thinking about it I began to see why Omega had opened their doors to him: Silicon Valley had created the delivery system, a man Fenninger’s talent and skill could create a culture be delivered to an entire generation. 
 
    Wasn’t that exactly what Goebbels had done in Germany, without the benefit of IT? Wasn’t it what the U.S. and U.K. governments had tried to do using the cinema? How much more powerfully and effectively could Omega do it using the vast, global IT network? 
 
    I put my finger on his name and said, “Aaron Fenninger: Kill One.” 
 
    A couple of calls found me his address in Malibu, and his office on Sunset Boulevard, in the heart of Hollywood. At first glance the Malibu mansion seemed to offer the best options, but I’d need a couple of days to scout around and make a plan.  
 
    I went to the gun room and thought about what weapons I would need. The essence of this operation would be silence, stealth. I smiled to myself. I wouldn’t be blowing anything up this time. Just move in the shadows, I told myself, find his rhythm and his routine, take him out and leave. Then move on to Delta, Beta and, finally, Alpha. 
 
    I selected the Maxim 9. It’s a damn ugly gun, but it has an integrated suppressor so it’s nicely balanced, it fits in a holster and will take any kind of 9mm rounds, sonic and sub-sonic in a 17+1 magazine. I also selected my two Sig Sauer p226s, and my fighting knife, the Fairbairn & Sykes, the best fighting knife ever made. As an afterthought I added my night vision goggles and my orange osage take down bow, with twelve aluminum arrows. 
 
    I then chose a selection of bugs, a couple of which had been sent to me by Philip Gantrie, the IT genius nerd my father had recommended to me before he died. I didn’t know his story, I doubted that anybody did, but he seemed to hate Omega as much as I did, and he had helped me several times in the past. They were micro-bugs, almost invisible to the naked eye, and used advanced cell phone technology to communicate with a cell you could install in your laptop, tablet, pad or phone. Something told me I might need one of them. 
 
    Then I sat and thought for a while about the different ways the job might play out and decided to take along a new addition to my arsenal: an especially adapted drone I affectionately called the Emperor. 
 
    When I had assembled my kit I went up to my room and packed some clothes, including the jeans and sweatshirts I used for working on my cars. I thought about renting some anonymous vehicle for the trip, but I decided in the end that anonymity was not as important as not being traced, so I decided to take the Zombie 222. It had the chassis of a 1968 Mustang Fastback, in matte black. But under the hood it had two electric engines delivering eight hundred bhp, one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque direct to the back wheels, instantly, driving it from 0-60 in just over one and a half seconds, with a top speed of 200 MPH in total silence. And that was what this operation was all about, I reminded myself. The silent kill. 
 
    Finally I went downstairs and stashed everything in the trunk of the Zombie, along with a set of fake, magnetic plates, and went to find Abi at the back of the house. She was standing in the kitchen doorway watching the gardener making a start on the orchard. Rosalia was chopping stewing steak with a large knife and there was a smell of warm olive oil, thyme and frying onions on the air. She had a small TV playing and she glanced at it as she worked. It was the news. There had been a bombing in New York, a new terrorist group calling itself the FMW. The reporter was talking into the camera and behind her I could see the offices of the Union Broadcasting Corporation with thick smoke billowing from its windows. She was saying, “…believe it or not, the group claiming responsibility are calling themselves the Free Mind Warriors, and claim that…” 
 
    I turned away and put my hands on Abi’s shoulders. She turned to face me and smiled. Her eyes searched my face for a moment. 
 
    “Are you going already? I thought maybe a day or two…” 
 
    I gave my head a small shake. “This is business that needs to be attended to straight away.” 
 
    “How long, do you think?” 
 
    I made a face like I was calculating how many board meetings I was likely to attend. “A week, not more than two.” 
 
    She nodded. “Call me, let me know how things are going, and when you’re on your way back.” 
 
    I kissed her and made my way to the hall. Kenny had brought the car to the front of the house and was waiting for me. He handed me two hundred Camels and a bottle of Bushmills. 
 
    “I thought these might come in handy, sir.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure they will, Kenny.” 
 
    “We look forward to having you back soon, sir.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    I went outside and climbed behind the wheel. The Zombie moved swiftly and silently out the drive and onto Concord Road, toward Weston, and from there west, toward California and the City of Angels. 
 
   


 
  

 Two 
 
      
 
    I left the Zombie on the top floor of the USC Shrine Parking Structure on Jefferson Boulevard at eight thirty AM. I took my kit bag and made my way down to the street in the elevator. At that time of the morning it was already bright and growing warm. I hailed a cab and told him to take me to the El Toro Guest House on Juniper Street, in Watts. I settled back for the half hour drive and watched the vast, sunny sprawl of long, wide avenues, palm trees and people who worked real hard at looking like they never worked hard at anything.  
 
    The driver looked at me in the mirror a couple of times. “From back east, huh?” She was young and small, in a denim shirt, chewing gum. 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, how can you tell?” 
 
    She waved her fingers around her face. “The pallor. Don’t worry. You’ll soon pick up a tan. New York? How about them terrorists, huh? Crazy motherfuckers.” 
 
    I shrugged and shook my head. “I heard something…” 
 
    “In New York, they wanna destroy the TV networks, and the movies and the Internet. Like life ain’t bad enough, now they wanna take away the fuckin’ TV. They bombed the fuckin’ UBC building. Crazy motherfuckers…” 
 
    I snorted. “Life without TV and Facebook, imagine.” 
 
    “Only things that shut my mother up. All I fuckin’ need. No TV…” 
 
    She kept up the monologue for another twenty minutes, until I started to wonder what would shut her up. 
 
    Juniper Street, like most streets south of downtown L.A., gave me the feeling it had never quite shaken off the desert. The road was wide, and the houses were widely spaced, surrounded by trees and palms that grew any old how and any old where. The buildings were low and broad, with corrugated tiled roofs and lime-washed walls in white and terracotta. They had the look of haciendas under a broad, blue sky.  
 
    El Toro Guest House was just one such building. There were no windows out front, only a heavy wooden door with a Mexican blanket hanging in front. On the left there was a tall, iron fence and beyond it a yard with tall palms shading an area of rockery, cacti and yucca.  
 
    I pushed past the curtain and inside the Mexican theme continued. There was a rough-hewn wooden reception counter on the right. The walls were salmon and yellow, uneven and hung with pictures that might have served as covers to the books of Carlos Castaneda. There was a rough pine coffee table, a few armchairs and a TV that was now dark and silent. The only thing out of place was the guy behind the counter. He didn’t look Mexican at all. 
 
    He looked up as I stepped in and his face had ‘I’m a son of a bitch’ written all over it. He was maybe six feet or six one, strongly built and in his late thirties. His hair was sandy and balding on top, which made him look like a Franciscan monk with a bad attitude and a broken nose. 
 
    I didn’t bother to smile. I said, “I need a room for a week. Maybe two.” 
 
    “Seventy bucks a night, up front.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at the pictures on the wall. “Yeah, here’s the thing. I lost my ID and my driver’s license. The replacements are in the post. I don’t mind paying extra.” I fixed him with my eye. “That’s no problem at all.” 
 
    He gave me a once-over, made a mental calculation and said, “Hundred and fifty bucks a night, up front.” 
 
    As I reached for my wallet I let him see the Sig in my waistband. I counted out a thousand and fifty bucks and as I put them on the counter in front of him I smiled. “Two things a man should never be without: a reliable weapon and reliable friends. I am fortunate to have both. If anybody should ever ask you, I was never here.” 
 
    He took an old fashioned Yale key with a paper tag attached to it by a rubber band. It had the number 32 written on it in thick black ink. He handed it to me. “Pal, I forgot you already. Out on the left, behind the yucca.” 
 
    I made my way through a patio tiled in broken terracotta with a small, unenthusiastic fountain splashing listlessly in the center. On the other side, beyond a potted yucca, I found a door that stood with my number on it. I let myself in, threw my kit bag on the bed and pulled up a slatted roller-blind to let in some light. Then I sat on the bed and called a number I had memorized before leaving Boston. It rang three times and a woman’s voice answered.  
 
    “Archer’s Private Investigations. How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Mr. Archer.” 
 
    “May I ask your name please, sir, and what the call is about?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    There was a brief pause. “Please hold. I’ll see if he’s free.” 
 
    After a minute a man’s voice came on the line. 
 
    “Archer.” 
 
    “Mr. Archer, I can’t discuss anything with you on the line. I need to come and see you this morning. This job pays well.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment. “It’s urgent, then…?” 
 
    “I need to see you this morning,” I repeated in a dead voice. 
 
    “Say, eleven o’clock? You know where we are?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    I stowed my stuff under the bed and made my way back to reception. He was still at the desk, reading a tabloid. I leaned on it with my hands. He didn’t look up. “I need a car: hire, buy. I don’t care. But I don’t want to waste time with documentation.” 
 
    He sighed and raised his face to study mine. “You gonna cause problems for whoever gives you the wheels?” I shook my head. “He picked up the phone and dialed. “Joe, it’s Don, from El Toro… Yeah, you too. Listen to me. I have a gentleman here.” He eyed me as he said it, like I wasn’t really a gentleman. “He urgently needs a car, but he ain’t got time to mess about with papers, you know what I’m telling you…? You got it. Now he is prepared to pay above the odds….” He stopped talking, listened, then jerked his chin at me. “How long?” 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    “A week…” He jerked his chin at me a second time. “Thousand bucks deposit, five hundred for the week. Two hundred finder’s fee.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Done. Don’t keep bleeding me, Don.” 
 
    I gave him two hundred bucks and he pointed past me. “Second on the right, past the church. Four doors down. Red Silverado. Joe’ll be there.” 
 
    I stepped out into the California sunshine, walked past the big, Spanish church and found Joe leaning on the hood of his truck, smoking a rollup. As I approached, he watched me with yellow eyes set behind tangled hair in a black, leather face. When he spoke it was like slow bubbling nicotine.  
 
    “This gonna cause trouble fer me? I don’t need trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t talk to anyone, you don’t get no trouble. Only cash.” 
 
    He studied me a moment through a trail of smoke, then gave a bronchial laugh. “Talk ’bout what?” 
 
    I gave him his money and he handed me the keys. “You get your truck back, Joe. I get my deposit back.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I told you, I don’t need no trouble, mister.” 
 
    I climbed in, slammed the door and fired her up. She sounded OK and I set off on the ten mile drive back toward downtown Los Angeles.  
 
    Archer’s Private Investigations was, despite the impression they tried to give you on the phone, a one man operation run out of a seedy office on the fifth floor of the only attractive building left on West Olympic Boulevard. It was a nice, eleven story granite block that looked like it belonged in a 1930s movie. It had a dark wood elevator, with shiny brass fittings and a concertina door, that rattled me all the way to the fifth floor. By the time I got there I was almost surprised to find that Archer’s Private Investigations did not have a door with frosted glass and gold lettering. Instead it had a fire door with a plaque on it that said ‘keep closed at all times’. It was propped open with a rubber wedge and inside I could see lots of sunlight and part of a melamine desk. 
 
    I stepped through into a small office with wall to wall beige carpet, a couple of steel filing cabinets, a door, and an attractive woman with intelligent, humorous eyes. She was sitting behind an unattractive desk that was trying to look like wood, and failing. The woman gave me a humorous, intelligent smile and I said, “I was hoping for slatted blinds and soft focus.” 
 
    “That’s extra, Mr…?” 
 
    “Eleven o’clock.” 
 
    “Mr. Eleven O’Clock? What are your given names, Al Pass?” 
 
    I moved the smile to the side of my face and said. “Mind your own business.” I nodded toward the door. “Archer in there?” 
 
    “Sure, ask him to lend you some manners while you’re there.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    I knocked on the door and went in. It was like a replica of the other room, only behind the desk there was a man in his fifties smoking a cigarette. He had the hard, steady stare of a cop. Behind him there were two large sash windows with views of Olympic Boulevard. I looked for a wooden coat stand and a hat, but there wasn’t one. 
 
    He stood and reached his hand across the desk. I took it and said, “Are you Archer?” 
 
    He shook his head and gestured me to a chair. “Archer retired and sold me the business. I kept the name. I’m Ted Wallace. I was a homicide Detective with the LAPD for twenty years. Do I get to learn your name now that you’re here, or do you want to keep playing the mystery game?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t mind giving you a name. Will John Smith do?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure, what can I do for you, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “I want to put twenty-four hour surveillance on somebody.” 
 
    He looked a little startled. “Twenty-four hours…?” 
 
    “Have you got somebody reliable who can do shifts? I need to know if the target has a routine, and if he has, what it is.” 
 
    He thought about it a moment. “Yeah, I can do that. I got a guy who can do the late shift. If your target leaves his house, you want him followed?” 
 
    “No. I want you to stay on the house, note what time he leaves and comes back. It’s the house I’m interested in.” 
 
    “Sure…” He said it like I was crazy but he was too polite to say so. “How long you want me to sit on this place?” 
 
    “Maybe a week. I’ll want daily reports. I won’t give you any contact details. I’ll come to you.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and sighed, watching me with narrowed eyes. “I’m a cop, Mr. Smith. I don’t want to get involved in anything…” He spread his hands. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to break the law, Mr. Wallace, and I don’t expect you to abet me in breaking it. All I want is to know the household routine, who comes in, who goes out and when.” He didn’t look satisfied so I sighed, like he was forcing the information out of me and said, “I have reason to believe he might have my sister there, and he may be holding her against her will.” I shrugged. “Maybe I’m kidding myself, but I need to know.” 
 
    “Have you told the cops?” 
 
    “I have nothing to tell them yet, that’s why I need a detailed breakdown of the comings and goings of the household, day by day.” 
 
    He gave his head a little sideways twitch and picked up a pen. “Good enough for me. Who is the subject?” 
 
    “Aaron Fenninger.” 
 
    He laid down the pen again and stared at me. “The Aaron Fenninger? The Aaron Fenninger who just got back from visiting the President at Camp David? The Aaron Fenninger who was just awarded an Oscar for best director?” 
 
    “Is there another?” 
 
    “You think Aaron Fenninger is holding your sister against her will?” 
 
    “You were twenty years on the L.A. police force. Are you going to tell me Hollywood celebrities don’t commit serious crimes?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out except a long sigh, at the end of which he said, “No. I’m not going to tell you that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “If you don’t want to risk upsetting the aristocracy, I can take my business elsewhere…” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “I’ll take the job…” 
 
    I studied him a moment. “I don’t want him to know you’re there. And I’m not going after him through the courts. This is a confidential report. You’re safe.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll do it. When you want me to start?” 
 
    I tossed a thick manila envelope on the desk. “That’s expenses and a week’s pay at above your going rate. Discretion is important. Start as soon as you can, today. I’ll need a report every evening. You know where he lives?” 
 
    He spread his hands and made a face that was ironic. “Everybody knows where he lives. He has a mansion in Malibu.” 
 
    I nodded once and stood. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    He looked inside the envelope and his eyebrows said he was happy. I left his office and his secretary showed me a face that said she didn’t want to like me but did anyway. I smiled at her. “He taught me to say please and thank you. Now I’m going home to practice. If I get really good, will you give me a sticker?” 
 
    She said something that wasn’t polite, but she smiled as she said it. 
 
    I took the I-10 down to Santa Monica and then followed the Pacific Coast Highway for fifteen miles, with the windows open and the salt air of the Pacific slapping me in the face. It was twelve thirty by the time I parked on Wildlife Road, and I was surprised to see that my twenty year-old Chevy Silverado wasn’t as conspicuous in Malibu as I had expected. I was a hundred yards from Fenninger’s gate and there wasn’t a Bentley, a Cadillac or a Ferrari in sight. I guessed they were all in high-tech garages. 
 
    On the way I had bought myself a hamburger and a newspaper, and now I settled down to eat and watch. 
 
    After half an hour a Buick sedan turned into the road from Selfridge Drive, then turned into Fernhill and parked. In his mirrors he would have a clear view of Fenninger’s house. I figured that was Ted Wallace. Half an hour later the gates rolled open and a white Jaguar F-Type rolled out. It slipped past me and, through the open window, I saw it was Fenninger at the wheel. I made a U and followed at a discreet distance. 
 
    At the intersection he turned east onto the Pacific Coast Highway and began to accelerate. Fortunately he stuck to the speed limit and I was able to settle six cars behind him and follow at a steady sixty-five miles per hour. At Santa Monica he took the Santa Monica Boulevard toward Hollywood.  
 
    It was a good ten mile drive through Beverly Hills and West Hollywood, until we finally came to Cahuenga, where he turned left, then right onto Sunset Boulevard, There he pulled up outside a steel and glass tower opposite the Pacific Cinerama, gave his keys to a boy in uniform and went inside. The boy took the car down a side street. I figured he was going to park it. A sign outside the building told me that Fenninger Productions had its head office on the sixth floor. I drove on by and parked outside the Caviar building. I gave the wing mirror a twitch and sat for half an hour watching the door. Nothing much happened. 
 
    I sat for another couple of hours and a lot more of nothing much happened. Finally, at three o’clock his car came back and another boy in uniform handed him his keys when he came tripping out of the front door. He climbed in the Jag, did a U-turn and accelerated past me, going east. I took off after him. At the bridge he turned right onto the Camino Real Freeway and headed south at speed, back toward downtown L.A. 
 
    Eventually he turned south onto the Harbor Freeway and came off at South Beaudry Avenue to cross under the bridge and park at the lot on 8th and Figueroa. I parked at the other end of the same lot, climbed out and crossed the road behind him to the Ernst and Young Plaza. I followed him into the lobby and watched him step into one of the elevators. There was a woman there with a cleaning trolley. I smiled at her apologetically and said in my best Hugh Grant English, “Excuse me, but, wasn’t that Aaron Fenninger?” 
 
    She gave me a look that was on the sarcastic side of ironic and said, “Yup.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll never get used to Los Angeles. I suppose he must be going up to…” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. “Ten bucks and I’ll tell you.” I gave her ten bucks and she said, “Intelligent Imaging Consultants. He’s a consultant. Top floor. And boy? Your English accent sucks.” 
 
    I walked away laughing, shaking my head and saying, “You Americans!” like I thought she was funny. 
 
    I went back to the truck and sat for a long while, drumming my fingers on the wheel and thinking. Intelligent Imaging Consultants. It had Omega written all over it and Fenninger was a consultant. My purpose here was to take out Fenninger. I could see Sergeant Bradley in my mind’s eye, his big Kiwi face, his stringy beard and his cold blue eyes staring at me. “Stick to the mission, stick to the plan. Everything else is called fuckin’ suicide, sir.” 
 
    He was always right. But he wasn’t here to slap me around the head if I got it wrong. And there was nothing to be lost, I told myself, by finding out a little about Intelligent Imaging Consultants. I climbed out of the truck and crossed the road again, but this time I went into the FIGat7th shopping center. There I bought myself a disposable pay as you go burner and called Ted Wallace.  
 
    “Was that you in the red Silverado?” 
 
    “No. Listen. I want you to find out everything you can about a company called Intelligent Imaging Consultants. Fenninger is a consultant for that company. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Sure. No problem. It wasn’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “OK. Catch you later.” 
 
    At seven thirty Fenninger came out with three men and a woman. The woman was dark, possibly Hispanic. One of the men looked Japanese, one was white and the other looked Arabic. Fenninger was talking a lot, gesticulating. The others were laughing. They crossed the road, dodging the slow moving traffic, into 8th Street, and pushed their way into the Brazilian steakhouse there. I sighed, went and found myself a burger and a bottle of beer, and settled in for a long wait.  
 
    At half past ten they came out, said their farewells on the sidewalk and Fenninger returned to his car. I watched him climb in and followed him all the way back to Malibu, where the white gate rolled open and he pulled into his drive. 
 
    Ted Wallace’s sedan was gone, but there was a Ford Fusion in its place. I was tired and my body ached, and I needed to think. I could hear the bottle of Bushmills Kenny had given me calling to me, so I turned around and made my way back to Watts, and the Toro guest house. 
 
    I left the truck around the corner and pushed through the Mexican curtain. Don wasn’t there. There was a woman behind the counter. There was a look about her that said she was Mexican. Physically she could have been from anywhere in the Mediterranean or Latin America, but there was something in her eyes that said she was Mexican. The look she gave me said Don had told her I was trouble and to stay clear of me. That suited me fine. I nodded and said, “Buenas noches.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and her left eyebrow arched. “I speak English. Good night.” 
 
    I met her stare but didn’t answer. I went to my room, poured myself a large whiskey and opened the window to have a smoke and think about what I had learned. I decided I’d learned enough to complicate things, but not enough to know why. 
 
   


 
  

 Three 
 
      
 
    Aaron Fenninger was Epsilon, number five in the Omega hierarchy. That made him a man with a lot of power, and it meant that everything he did in his professional life was part of his work as a leading member of Omega. More than that, it meant everything he did in his professional life was an integral part of his work for Omega, and more precisely Omega 1. That meant that if he was consulting on the board of Intelligent Imaging Consultants, the work of that company was, somehow, directly relevant to Omega’s plans. 
 
    Outside my window the fountain made little wet noises. I examined the amber spirit in my tooth mug, sucked on my cigarette, inhaled deeply and let the smoke out through my nose. I closed my eyes and in my mind I recited the competences of Omega 1: free market capital, mass production, mass distribution, technological research and development in non-biological fields, social cohesion, conflict and tension. There was no immediate, obvious link with Fenninger. Except… 
 
    Hollywood, the world’s most powerful propaganda machine. So Omega had learned from the Third Reich, and Fenninger was their Goebbels. I took a swig and let the smooth burn run down my throat and warm my belly. It made some kind of sense, but when I remembered the sophistication of the research I had come across, both at the sun beetle farm in Colorado, and at the John Richard Erickson Institute[1], it was hard to believe that any of that was being applied in Hollywood. For one thing, the United States had never been less united, had never had a more divided, confused sense of purpose. The kind of chaos and division which was afflicting the US was not the product of anodized, neutralized or standardized minds.  
 
    What was it the product of? There were plenty of theories out there, most of them made party political points; few of them, if any, stood up to intellectual scrutiny. Perhaps chaotic disunity was an essential part of human nature, and there was more of it now than ever before because there were more people now than ever before. If that was the case, then Fenniger’s work as Omega’s head of propaganda wasn’t very effective. 
 
    I drained my glass and dropped my cigarette butt into it. It gave a small fizzle and died. One thing was clear in my mind. It was about the only thing that was. I had to get inside Aaron Fenninger’s offices and see what he was about—before I killed him. When Fenninger died, his work had to die with him, otherwise there was no point. 
 
    I slept badly and at eight the next morning, after a work out and a shower, I called Ted Wallace. He was at his office, his relief was on duty at the house. So I got in the truck and drove downtown to talk to him. As I stepped in, his secretary looked at me like I wasn’t the nicest thing that had happened that morning. She smiled with her mouth but left her eyes on scowl duty and said, “Good morning, Mr. Nine O’Clock.” 
 
    I smiled with all my face and said, “I would tell you my name, but then you might steal my soul.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “My God,” she said without feeling, “A man in L.A. who has a soul.” She looked back at her computer and jerked her thumb at the door. “He’s expecting you.” 
 
    He had a pot of coffee on the desk and a paper bag full of fresh croissants. There were two cups, a carton of milk and a box of sugar. He said something that sounded like “Mng-ng!” gestured with his chin at the cup he wasn’t holding, and added, “H’llash’llf!” 
 
    “Thanks.” I sat, poured mine black and grabbed a croissant. “What have you got?” 
 
    I bit and chewed while he drank and swallowed. “Not a lot, to be honest. The house is gated and walled, so it’s impossible to see what goes on on the inside, unless you want to start getting into expensive electronic surveillance, and even if you did, I’m not sure how successful you’d be. These guys employ the best and can afford the best.” He sighed, bit, chewed. “One thirty PM he left the house in his Jaguar, but you already know that because you weren’t waiting for him in your Chevy Silverado and you didn’t follow him.  
 
    “Three PM his wife came out…” He opened a file and dropped a couple of large photographs on the desk. They showed an attractive woman in her thirties, in jeans and a white blouse. She was holding hands with two children, about eight or ten, a boy and a girl. “She walked two doors down to the Reeds’ residence, stayed there until six PM and returned. Nobody arrived and nobody left until around midnight, when Fenninger returned. The exact time is in the report, but you know that because you were not following him in your not a Chevy Silverado.” 
 
    He poured himself more coffee and stuffed half a croissant in his mouth. 
 
    I asked, “How about Intelligent Imaging Consultants?” 
 
    He looked at me and blinked, then looked at his watch. “What I’ve been able to find out since last night is that it is basically a think tank set up with money from various corporations…” 
 
    “Media?” 
 
    “All visual media, TV, video, cinema, IT obviously, and their main function seems to be to advise or make recommendations on what shows or movies to produce, promote or axe.” 
 
    I frowned. “So I have a movie I want to produce…” 
 
    He shook his head. “Mh-mh…” He swallowed and sipped coffee. “No, you are a corporation that produces maybe a hundred and fifty shows, covering everything from news to sci-fi to comedy to drama, et cetera. Now, once a year you need to decide what gets axed, what goes on for a new season, and what new projects get the green light. Correct?” 
 
    I nodded. “OK.” 
 
    “So sometimes that is a tough call. Often it’s a tough call. In the old days you did it on a mixture of gut feeling and ratings. These days it’s market analysis, what’s trending on Twitter or Facebook—all that shit. So these guys went to the big corporations and said, ‘we have the expertise, we can look at your shows and tell you which ones to axe, which ones to keep and promote, and which projects to green light.’ And they give them this advice based on market analysis.” 
 
     “And they have a consultant who is a TV and cinema producer. No conflict of interests there.” 
 
    He smiled. “This is Hollywood. There are no conflicts of interests, only interests.” 
 
    I thought about it for a minute. “That’s a hell of a lot of work and research for four people.” 
 
    He sighed. “I have more digging to do. As well as run a detective agency, I also have a life that includes a wife and kids.” 
 
    I offered him an ironic face. “I heard that some people do that.” 
 
    “Yeah. My guess, they have a team of freelance researchers trawling through social media and reports from market research companies. They distill all that research and show it to their consultant. He ignores it and makes his recommendations on what he wants to see axed, promoted and green-lighted. That has always been the way it has worked in Hollywood.” 
 
    It was what I had imagined, and it meant that Omega got to choose what dominated the media. In classic Omega style, they had a conspiracy in which millions colluded without ever realizing it, while one conspirator pulled the strings.  
 
    I nodded. “Good work.” 
 
    He looked surprised. “It is?” 
 
    I smiled. “Sometimes you just need a pro to confirm what you suspect. Stay on the Fenninger residence. If I don’t see you tonight, I’ll drop in tomorrow morning. Tomorrow the croissants are on me.” 
 
    In the outer office, on my way out, I smiled at his secretary as I passed. “What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    She didn’t look up from her computer. She just said, “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was a surprising stillness and quiet on Sunset Boulevard. It was half past two in the morning. Listless aluminum streetlamps painted the blacktop with a sickly sheen of yellow light. The shops were closed, the offices were closed, the pizza parlors and cafes were closed. All the buildings had darkened windows, like dead, closed eyes, and black doors like gaping mouths. Only the night watchmen were awake, sitting behind their dimly lit desks, watching small TVs in their towers of steel and glass, while outside, empty streets echoed with distant sirens under a black, invisible sky. 
 
    I’d had the Emperor sitting in the back of the Silverado with the controls on my lap. Take off had been uneventful and I was now using the onboard cameras to come in for a gentle landing on the roof of the small, six story tower where Fenninger had his offices. The landing was good and I deposited the payload, then brought the drone out of range, back to the truck. When it had settled safely I triggered the powerful EMP generator I had deposited on the roof, then pulled on a woolen hat and a pair of heavy shades, and made my way across the road to the main door. I could see the guard inside messing around with his screens and his computer, trying to work out what had happened. I rapped on the glass and held my home made FBI badge against the glass. I’d had to return the one I’d ‘borrowed’ from Agent Harrison Mclean during the UN fiasco[2], but I’d managed to produce a decent copy before doing so, with the advantage that it had my photograph in it instead of Mclean’s. 
 
    The guy in the uniform inside scowled at me, hurried over and looked at the badge. Then he opened the door. I stepped in, waved the badge at him again and said, “Special Agent Mclean, your IT out?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Cameras?” 
 
    “Uh-uh, everything, all out. What’s going on?” 
 
    “You got anyone patrolling the building?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I scowled at him like it was his fault. “Why not?” 
 
    “We ain’t got valuables here. It’s only six floors and we just got documents, film scripts, that kind of stuff. I take a walk every couple of hours. If we have trouble we call the cops.” 
 
    I grunted. “OK, stand by. Do nothing. Call no one. We have this covered. I’m going to have a look upstairs.” I held out my hand. “Keys.” 
 
    He hesitated. If he refused I was going to have to knock him unconscious. But it wasn’t necessary. I was the FBI, and everybody trusts the Feds. He handed me a bunch of keys and said, “They’re numbered. It’s an office per floor.” 
 
    I walked toward the elevators pressing my finger against my ear, and muttered, “Alpha one, be advised I am proceeding to investigate upper floors. Be alert. We may have hostiles.” 
 
    I rode the car to the top floor and stepped out into a small but luxurious reception area, with a mahogany reception desk, parquet floors and leather armchairs set in nests around heavy, dark wood coffee tables. There was a door on the far right, and another behind the desk and slightly to the left. I went for the one on the far right, and my hunch proved to be correct. Once I’d identified the key and opened the door, I found myself in a large, airy office overlooking the boulevard. The walls were paneled in wood and hung with what seemed to be genuine Picassos. The floor here was also parquet, and strewn with Persian rugs. A sideboard on the right held the obligatory silver tray of decanters and a genuine 1960s soda bottle. On the left there was a nest of black leather chairs and couches. A huge oak desk that appeared to be antique sat with its back to the curved windows. 
 
    This was where Aaron Fenninger created his shows and his movies. Or was it where he played Goebbels and decided what propaganda to package as Hollywood entertainment, and feed to the Western world? I stood a moment taking in the room. It reeked of power, and yet somehow it wasn’t convincing. There was something that didn’t gel: something that didn’t quite ring true. 
 
    I sat at his desk, pulled on some surgical gloves and went through his drawers. All of them were unlocked. There were a dozen film scripts and a stack of contracts, none of which was of any interest. There were ink cartridges, paperclips, elastic bands, pens, paper and blank notebooks. 
 
    I got up and walked around the room, looking behind the paintings. I found the safe behind a geometrically challenged woman with both breasts on the same side of her chest. I grimaced. It was a decent safe, but it wasn’t a super-safe. I took my driver’s license from my wallet and slipped it into the fine crack on the right side of the safe door, then began to slide it down slowly till I found the reset button. A little pressure depressed it and I punched in the new code, 123456. I pulled out my license, punched in the code again and opened the safe. 
 
    It really is that easy. 
 
    There was not much to see other than a stack of papers about two inches deep. I took them to the desk and sat to look through them. The title sheet said simply, ‘INTELLIGENT IMAGING CONSULTANTS’ and underneath, ‘Five Year Project’. 
 
    I was aware I didn’t have long before my guy downstairs started getting antsy, so I photographed the first ten pages and put the rest back in the safe. Then I placed a micro-bug in one of the carved curls on the side of his desk and another under his coffee table, and made my way down in the elevator again, removing my gloves. As I stepped through the sliding doors I was pressing my ear again and muttering, “All clear, Alpha, stand by.” 
 
    The security guard was staring at me fixedly. I frowned at him and said, “I think we must have scared them off. You better call your tech guys to check out your equipment and your cameras.” I drew a deep breath and studied his face a moment, like I was thinking. “My advice.” I shook my head. “I wouldn’t talk about this. Nobody got hurt. Let’s be thankful.” 
 
    He nodded, uncertain and a little scared. I stepped into the street and made my way back across the road.  
 
    I climbed in the Chevy, slammed the door and sent the drone to collect my hardware. Once I had it in the truck and safely under a tarp, I started a leisurely drive back toward Watts, going over what I had seen. There was no indication, apart from the contents of the safe, that Fenninger’s office was used for anything other than writing and producing his shows and his movies. Apart from being eighteen karat politically correct drone fodder, I didn’t think there was anything especially sinister about his movies or his TV shows. 
 
    So that meant that the part of his work that was directly related to Omega was handled, albeit unwittingly, by Intelligent Imaging Consultants. I thought briefly about paying them a visit and nosing around in their offices, but I decided I was more interested in talking to them than looking at their papers. I wanted to know what was inside their heads, more than what was inside their safes. 
 
    On the way back to El Toro I pulled into an all night Walgreens and printed the photographs. They were clear and sharp, but I didn’t stop to look at them. I went back to the desolate parking lot, climbed into the truck and drove back through the broad, empty streets to the guest house. There I left the truck around the corner and went inside. The same Mexican woman was standing behind the reception desk. She stared at me as I came in. I said, “Good evening.” 
 
    She said, “Are you drunk? We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    I shook my head and smiled. “No, I’m not drunk. And I don’t want any trouble either.” 
 
    Her face registered no reaction, but she said, “You been smokin’ in your room.” 
 
    “Yeah. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “I left you an ashtray on your bedside table. Don’t smoke in the bed. We don’t want a fire.” 
 
    “I won’t.” I went to move on but stopped and hesitated. “You always on night duty?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “You ever get trouble at night?” 
 
    She scanned me quickly with her eyes, then shrugged. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Your husband on hand if you need help?” 
 
    “He’s not my husband. No, I call the cops. Sometimes they come, sometimes they don’t.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, I won’t give you any trouble. If you need a hand, shout.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything and I went to my room to look at the pictures. I poured myself a stiff whiskey, threw myself on the bed, poked a Camel in my mouth and lit up. Obedience was never my strong suit. I read slowly through the ten pages of documents. 
 
    Intelligent Imaging Consultants was composed of three men and a woman: Ahmed Musa, Erick Dunbar, Elena Sanchez and Izamu Suzuki. The document I had photographed—partially photographed—was a proposal that might or might not have been written by Fenninger, suggesting how and why Intelligent Imaging Consultants could and should shift from passive analysis to a more aggressive role in actually driving the direction of what it called ‘popular visually-based culture’. 
 
    The text then took a very rapid and unexpected turn, and started talking about child psychology. It began by stating that, “It has been clear since Albert Bandura’s development of social cognitive theory in the early 1960s that children learn behavior by imitating role models, and that television can become a very powerful delivery system for such role models. Later work by Hill, Eggen and Kauchack and Eden have shown that modeling of this type can continue in later life, where the social environment is conducive to retarding adulthood and discouraging self-reliance. 
 
    “It is proposed here that our society is eminently well suited to this kind of modeling, in that the visually-based media occupy a central role in social life and social interaction, and provide us with a wide range of ready-made celebrity role models from the earliest age. These models have already assumed a large part of the role traditionally reserved for parents and, to an even greater extent, that reserved for priests and other spiritual guides who both prescribed and proscribed particular types of behavior…” 
 
    The next few pages were in a similar vein. Then I came to a passage that stated, “The Omega Behavioral Research Team has conducted a number of experiments over the last forty years in which the potential of television, IT and cinema as tools for behavioral conditioning have been explored. Certain limitations have been identified, but the power of these media not only to promote, but to dictate behavior as diverse as eating habits, violence, aggression and sexual orientation, has been established beyond any doubt. It is proposed therefore that…” 
 
    That was where the photographs ran out. I didn’t need to read any more. I knew what they proposed. They were like the Wile E Coyote, constantly trying out new methods from the endless ACME store of mind control devices. With the one big difference that instead of the Roadrunner they were successfully preying on almost eight billion people who were, steadily, according to Omega’s plan, turning into quasi-zombies. 
 
    I sat for a while, indulging in my proscribed behavior, smoking on the bed and drinking whiskey, and wondered what our ancestors would have made of the world their descendents had created for themselves. I tried to think back and identify at what point we had entered this dystopian nightmare without even realizing we had crossed through the portal from sanity to madness. Was it, as Senator Cyndi McFarlane had suggested, in the 1960s? Or was it earlier, when we made the first steam engines and trains? Or was it when the Romans started standardizing things and spreading their empire, their culture of citizenship, of all roads leading to one place, one God. I remembered reading an old Viking saga where they described the spread of Romanized Christianity across Europe as a black tide. 
 
    And that made me think of Malthus. Because that was pretty much what he had predicted for a humanity: a black, unstoppable tide, where the victim is the disease itself. Only it was so much worse than anything he had ever predicted. 
 
   


 
  

 Four 
 
      
 
    I slept for four hours, showered and went out to the reception. The dark-haired woman was still there. She said, “You want breakfast?”  
 
    Something barely perceptible had thawed in her manner. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I put you a table in the garden.” 
 
    She pointed to a door in the yellow, lime washed wall. I opened it and found myself in a garden densely populated with yucca, cacti and rhododendrons. There was a white, cast-iron table laid for breakfast on a small patch of lawn under a group of three palm trees. I sat and pulled my burner cell from my pocket. I checked my watch. It wasn’t nine yet. So I sat and listened to the birds for a while. 
 
    After about five minutes she came out with a tray of coffee and hot rolls. I watched her set the tray on the table and start to unload it. It struck me for the first time that she was beautiful. I guessed also that she was probably permanently mad at the world, which hid the fact that she was beautiful behind a mask of sullen hostility. On an impulse I said, “My name is Lacklan.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Lacklan? I have never heard this name.” She suppressed a smile of amusement. “You have no land?” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “It means one who comes from the lochs, from the fjords. A Viking raider. What’s yours?” 
 
    She hesitated a moment. “Maria.” 
 
    She turned and walked back inside. I poured coffee and buttered toast, ignored my gut and decided this was my reward for paying lots of money and not causing trouble. There was nothing more to it than that. I didn’t need to get sidetracked and I did need to stay focused. 
 
    At five past nine I called Intelligent Imaging Consultants and was answered by a pretty young voice that was full of sunshine and all the positive stuff she had learned from whatever shows had replaced Friends since I’d grown old. 
 
    “Good morning!” she said, and I almost heard the twitter of birds. “Welcome to Intelligent Imaging Consultants, this is Lisa speaking, how may I direct your call?” 
 
    “Good morning, Lisa. I need to talk to…” I plucked a name at random from my memory. “Ahmed Musa.” 
 
    “May I inquire about the nature of your call, Mr…?” 
 
    “No. My name is Reginald B. Franklin, I am a financier from New York and I am looking to invest twenty million bucks in cutting edge research and development in social cognitive modeling in visually based media. Got that? Now find me Musa, sweet cakes, before I get bored.” 
 
    “One moment please, Mr. Franklin” 
 
    She put me on hold and while I waited, through the iron fence, I watched Don pull up in his car. He climbed out and caught sight of me in the garden. A minute later Maria went out, climbed into a small Honda and drove away. Then there was a voice in my ear. It was a cultured voice with an English accent. 
 
    “Mr. Franklin, this is Ahmed Musa speaking, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Mr. Musa, I represent a small consortium of very wealthy investors out east who are looking for interesting, ground breaking areas in which to invest their money. One of the areas we are especially interested in is TV, web-based TV and movies, and cinema. But what we are really looking to invest in, Mr. Musa, Ahmed, if I may, is the application of cognitive behavioral theories to these media. And I don’t really want to discuss this in any more depth over the telephone, you know what I’m saying? We have an initial budget of twenty million which we are looking to invest, and we are interested in your company.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, then he said, “And what form exactly would this investment take, Mr. Franklin?” 
 
    “Well that’s something I figure we can discuss in person, whad’ya say?” 
 
    “Naturally. When would be convenient for you? I am free…” 
 
    I didn’t wait to see when he was free. “Twelve o’clock, midday today. Back east, time is not something we like to waste, know what I’m saying, Ahmed? It ain’t like California.” 
 
    “Of course, I appreciate that. Twelve noon. I look forward to seeing you then.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too. Take it easy.” 
 
    I hung up and saw Don standing in the doorway watching me. He said, “Good morning. I see Maria has pulled out all the stops for you. Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    I studied him a moment, wondering if I was seeing jealousy lurking in his expression. I decided I wasn’t. I said, “It was very kind of her. I have everything I need. Thanks.” 
 
    He hesitated, then stepped out into the yard, closing the door behind him. “She’s a remarkable woman. People think it’s my place, she prefers it that way, but it’s not. It belongs to her. I just manage it during the day.” He took a step closer. “People think she’s my wife too, sometimes, but she’s not.” He shrugged, half-smiled. “Unfortunately. I care for her, a lot.” 
 
    I nodded, waited. After a moment I shrugged and said, “I’m just passing through, Don. I’m not getting involved.” 
 
    “Right. Well, anything you need, just let me know. She seems to have taken a shine to you.” 
 
    I nodded again. “Thanks. I don’t need anything. I’ll soon be on my way.” 
 
    He went back inside and I called Ted Wallace. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good morning. Anything to report? Do I need to come in?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Yes I have something to report, no, it is not worth your coming in.” 
 
    “OK, shoot.” 
 
    “Nothing happened during the night, at all, except for the security patrols. And that means we have a problem. This is Malibu, ninety percent of the inhabitants are multimillionaires and above. You saw yourself, there are very few cars parked on the road, everybody has their own garage. The cars that are parked on the road go back to Poorlandia at night. If we keep these two cars alternating in the same area, long before a week is up, they are going to become conspicuous. If it was a Bentley, or an Aston Martin, people would assume it was somebody visiting a friend, but two mid-range saloons alternating every twelve hours for a week?” 
 
    “Rent a couple of cars. Put it down to expenses.” 
 
    “It is still going to be conspicuous. I am telling you, nothing ever happens in Malibu. You’re staking out a house on a street where the most exciting thing that ever happens is that Jack Nicholson takes his dog for a walk, and now you want to put two unidentified cars within a hundred yards of Aaron Fenninger’s house, for a week. You may as well paint them day glow yellow and put a neon arrow on the roof. These people employ high end security. You’re not talking ex-cops here, you’re talking ex-special ops and secret service. Somebody is going to notice. As of today we are going to be sticking out like luminous dicks.” 
 
    I knew he was right. It had struck me the first time I went there. I asked him, “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Nope. If I knew what this was about, maybe. But right now all I can tell you is we will be noticed—if we haven’t been already.” 
 
    “Can you try to look like paparazzi?” 
 
    He sighed noisily. “Will that do it for you? You don’t mind being seen as long as they don’t know it’s you?” 
 
    “That’ll do it.” 
 
    “You’re the boss.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later. Anything you think is important, you can get me on this number.” 
 
    I hung up, poured the last of the coffee, lit a cigarette and sat smoking and thinking. There were four prime locations where I could make the hit: one, at home, where security would be high and a getaway could be difficult and risky; two, at his office on Sunset Boulevard, where I knew security was not very high and a getaway would be easier, because I had nine million people among whom I could get lost after the hit; three, Intelligent Imaging Consultants, where much the same applied only I was pretty sure security would be higher—I would find out in a couple of hours—and finally, four, en route between his house and either his office or Intelligent Imaging Consultants.  
 
    So far I liked the last option the best. From the limited intel I had so far, I knew he drove himself in an F-Type Jaguar. I had no reason to believe that it was armored in any way and, when I had tailed him, he’d had the window down. Pulling up beside him in the Zombie would be easy, and if I chose my spot with care, the getaway would be a cinch. 
 
    For the sake of completeness I would make sure he followed the same routine for the next day or two, and if he did, I told myself I’d make the hit before the week was out. That left only one thing to decide—and that was, how to destroy his work with him. That might not be so easy, because most of his work seemed to be done by Intelligent Imaging Consultants. 
 
    At ten I collected a couple of micro-bugs from my kit bag, drove downtown again and left the Silverado at the USC Shrine Parking Structure on Jefferson Boulevard. Then I went up a floor in the elevator and collected the Zombie. After that I drove to Macy’s on W 7th St and bought myself the most expensive Italian suit I could find. On the way I pulled over to switch the plates on the Zombie, telling myself I needed to automate the process, like James Bond’s Aston Martin, and drove the two blocks to the Ernst and Young Plaza building. I had a cup of coffee and turned up ten minutes late for the meeting, wearing a pair of black wayfarers and a bad attitude. 
 
    The receptionist gave me a bright sparkling smile out of big, baby blue eyes, but before she could charm me with her Tinkerbell voice I said, “I’m late. I’m here to see Ahmed Musa. Franklin, like the President. That’s me. I’m late. What can I do? This is L.A. Nothing works like it’s supposed to. I can’t come back, I godda see him now.” 
 
    She buzzed him and just for fun I kept talking over her while she tried to tell him I was there. She wasn’t fazed. She hung up and kept right on smiling as she pointed to a door and said, “Mr Musa is expecting you, Mr. Franklin. It’s that door over there. You’ll see his name on it.” 
 
    I crossed reception, past a couple of potted palms, and came to a walnut door with an engraved brass plaque on it that bore the name Ahmed Musa. It opened before I could knock and I stood looking at a tall, willowy man in an expensive beige suit that looked like it had been really well tailored for somebody else. His hair was well cut and he had a carefully trimmed beard and moustache. Her smiled at me from intelligent, yellow eyes and held out his hand. 
 
    “Mr. Franklin.” 
 
    I spread my hands, then shook his. “I’m late.” I said. “I’m never late, but today I’m late. Nothing works in L.A. The Golden State, but nothing works.” 
 
    “Please, don’t worry, come in and make yourself at home. May I offer you a drink?” 
 
    I checked my watch as I stepped in. “I haven’t had a good martini in a week. I wouldn’t say no to a good martini. If you can produce a good martini.” 
 
    He gave a deep, comfortable chortle. “You are in luck. I make a passable martini, though I say so myself.” 
 
    I had a look around while he mixed the drinks. It was expensively unremarkable. “May I look out of your window? Do you mind? That’s one hell of a view you got there.” 
 
    I went and stood with one hand on the window frame and the other in my pocket, looking down. We were on the top floor, so the view was spectacular. “It’s not New York, but it’s pretty good.” 
 
    I went and looked at the view from the other end of the window. “This is a view. You know? We build’em taller, but most of the time you got another one in front of you. So no matter how fuckin’ high you go, you still got no view. You got a view.” 
 
    He laughed but didn’t say anything. I studied the room again. He had the stock leather furniture, the oak bookcases, the credenza and the oversized oak desk. There were no Picassos on the wall.  
 
    He turned to face me with two martinis in his hands. “Please,” he said, “take a seat, enjoy your drink, relax and tell me how you think we can help you.” 
 
    I moved back across the room, took the drink and sat. 
 
    As I sipped he said, “I hope it’s up to your New York standards.” 
 
    It was, but I made a slightly disappointed face. “It’s good. No, it’s good.” 
 
    He sipped his own and calibrated me with his eyes. “You are seeking to make a substantial investment, Mr. Franklin.” 
 
    I nodded, put my glass down and sat back in my chair. “I represent a number of men, from New York and New Jersey—and some other places.” I studied his face to see if he was going to react. All he did was blink. He had registered that I represented the Mafia, and now he was going to attribute any oddness in my questions or my behaviour to the fact that the Mafia were seeking to whitewash money through his firm. I just hoped they weren’t already doing that. 
 
    I went on, “Initially we are looking to make an investment of about twenty million. If things work out, we might invest more in the future.” 
 
    He frowned. “That is a very sizeable sum of money. What do you expect from us in return for that kind of investment, Mr. Franklin?” 
 
    I smiled at him all over one side of my face. “We’re looking to get into the movie industry, Mr. Musa. But we’re looking forward, you know what I’m sayin’? We’re askin’ questions about where the industry’s going. And we have the impression…” I paused and nodded a lot, like I thought I’d chosen a really good word. “We have the impression that the role of cinema and TV, and computers, is going to be a lot more significant in coming years.” 
 
    I watched him a moment. He raised his eyebrows to answer and I interrupted. “You know what? I look at my kids and I don’t see kids anymore. What I see is creatures who are being programmed. Creatures who are being taught how to behave, not by their mom or their dad, or their grandparents, or, God forbid! The padre, like we were, but by role models who don’t even exist. And I look out there…” I pointed at the window. “And I see nine million sheep, goin’ around buyin’ what they’re told to buy, going on holiday where they’re told to go on holiday, bein’ happy, sad, emotional, cool, when and where and how they are told to—by the TV. Jesus!” I looked around like there were people watching me. “They’re even deciding whether to fuck guys or women, based on what the TV is telling them!” 
 
    We sat staring at each other for a long moment. He was waiting for a cue. I gave it to him. I said, “I see that, and I think, ‘I want a piece of that goddamn action!’” 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “There is a lot of truth in what you say, and I think you are very wise to want to get in on the ground floor. This is certainly the future.” 
 
    “You better believe it, pal. So we were thinking we want to make a movie.” 
 
    He looked surprised and his eyebrows shot up. “You want to make a movie?” 
 
    I looked around the room, like I was surprised. “There’s an echo!” I laughed loudly and he laughed back, tolerantly. 
 
    When we’d finished laughing he said, “Have you a story, a manuscript, something… Or do you just want to invest in a movie?” 
 
    “No. We got a manuscript. See, we don’t wanna make just any old movie.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t?” 
 
    “No. See, we have a theory. We believe that we can…” I looked around. “Can I speak in confidence? Are you recording this conversation?” 
 
    He smiled in a way you could only describe as indulgent. “Yes, of course you can, and no, we are not recording this conversation, Mr. Franklin.” 
 
    “We believe that with movies and TV shows, if you make them right, with the advice of psychologists, on purpose, you can manipulate the thinking and the behaviour of the public at large. Now, that has gotta be useful, not just for marketing, right? But also for getting the right president elected, getting approval for some kind of policy, legislation, all kinds a stuff.” 
 
    He crossed one long leg over another and smiled at it like it was a surprisingly nice leg. “Well, that’s a pretty tall order, Mr. Franklin…” 
 
    “I know. But the consortium believe it’s worth spending a few bucks on R and D, and they figure your company is the company to carry out that R and D. What do you think?” 
 
    He didn’t look at me. Now he frowned at his leg, like it had let him down after he thought it was so nice. “What is this film you want to make?” 
 
    I made an elaborate shrug, then spread my hands. “Doesn’t have to be a movie. Could be a TV series. Maybe that would be better. But the idea is, we have a group of people, facing problems in life, just like real people, but these characters are designed, by psychologists, to be role models, targeted at different demographic groups, you follow me? And the patterns of behaviour and opinions to those demographic groups will be manipulated through those role models. Then you monitor how those groups respond. Am I explaining this right? You understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, you are explaining it admirably…” 
 
    “But, we would need psychologists from Harvard, or Stanford—the best—supervising the program and helping design it. You see what I’m saying? I mean, would this be in line with what you do? I think it would be perfect for your company.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment while I waited for him to answer. Finally he seemed to snap out of a trance and said, “Mr. Franklin, this is a very unusual proposal...” 
 
    “It’s also a very unusual sum of money I’m offering you. But hey, if I made a mistake, I can go elsewhere.” 
 
    He raised a hand and shook his head. “I am not saying that, at all, and I am flattered that you have chosen us. But what I am saying is that I will need to discuss this in some depth with my partners.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and smiled with what I hoped looked like shrewd cunning. “I’m getting the feeling that I am treading on somebody’s toes…” 
 
    He shook his head again. “No, no. Not exactly. What you are proposing is not a million miles from research that has been proposed… um… elsewhere…” 
 
    “Hey! If it’s more money you need we can talk about that. All we are saying is we want to get in there before the Chinese or the fuckin’ Russians. You hear what I’m saying? You gotta keep ahead of the game. Am I right? We got Hollywood, we got the best damn TV networks in the world. We can use this kind of research. It’d be a damn shame if some fuckin’ foreign power beat us to the punch. You understand me?” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. “I understand you better than you realize, but I can’t say any more at this stage. Look, is there a number where I can reach you?” 
 
    “Wait a minute…” I shrugged, spread my hands and looked around again, like there was an invisible audience there watching us. “What is this? ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you?’ You fobbing me off?” 
 
    “No, no! Not at all! I simply need to consult with my partners. Yours is a very unusual proposal and, frankly, we need to discuss it in depth and examine its implications. I can’t make a decision without them.” 
 
    “I’m trying to give you money here.” 
 
    “And I am very grateful, but I still need to…” 
 
    “Listen to me, pal…” I pointed at him. “The people I represent don’t like to be told ‘no’, and they don’t like to be given the run around. Don’t upset me. You talk to your partners, and I wanna hear from you by tomorrow afternoon. If I don’t hear from you I’m gonna call you!” 
 
    His face hardened, but I could tell he was worried. “Mr. Franklin, there is nothing to be gained from threats. Yours is a very interesting proposal and all I am saying is that we need to discuss it and I will, definitely, be in touch very shortly to arrange a meeting with my other partners.” 
 
    I pointed at him again. “Do. I’ll be waiting for your call. Time is money. Don’t make me wait.” 
 
    I gave him my number, he showed me out to the elevator and I made my way back to the lobby, scratching my chin and wondering if I had over done the Goodfellas act. Maybe I had, maybe I hadn’t. Maybe I didn’t give a damn. One way or another I was certain I had piqued his curiosity, and he’d be calling his pals for a meeting right about now. Maybe he’d be calling Fenninger too.  
 
    Outside the building I crossed the road to the parking lot and climbed into the Zombie. I grabbed my laptop from the back seat and switched it on. Then I opened the listening device and heard Ahmed Musa’s voice. He sounded confused. 
 
    “Aaron, listen, get back to me as soon as you get this, will you? Something very odd has just happened. We need to discuss it, soon.” 
 
    I smiled. “You sure do,” I said. “As soon as possible.” 
 
   


 
  

 Five 
 
      
 
    I called Ted Wallace from the car. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You at the house or at your office?” 
 
    “I took over at the house just after I spoke to you.” 
 
    “Has he left yet?” 
 
    “Nope. He’s still in there.” 
 
    “If he comes out, follow him. I want to know three things: where he goes, what vehicle he uses and whether he rolls down the window. You got that?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Where he goes, what vehicle he uses and… if he rolls down the window?” 
 
    “And contact me as soon as he makes a move.” 
 
    “…Roger that.” 
 
    With nothing left to do but wait I drove back to the parking structure on Jefferson Boulevard, changed back into my dirty jeans and sweatshirt, locked up the Zombie and returned to the Silverado with my laptop. Next time I used the Zombie, it would be to carry out the execution. As I thought about that, I remembered Ted Wallace telling me that the only interesting thing that had happened was that Fenninger’s wife and kids had walked down the road, hand in hand, to visit a neighbor. Aaron Fenninger, Epsilon, was a man like any other, a human being, with a wife and kids, a family, and I was planning to assassinate him—murder him—deprive his wife and kids of husband and father with the same dispassionate, cold-blooded lack of compassion that I despised in Omega. It was an ugly, nauseating feeling. 
 
    But if he lived, my family died. And they died not because they were guilty of any crime, but simply because they were my weak spot, and Omega knew it. But, on the other hand, if he and his cabal died, seven and a half billion other people got a chance: a chance not just to live, but to be whole, to be free. To be human. Omega had named the game. I was just playing it, the only way I knew how. 
 
    I climbed into the truck and slammed the door. It made a dark echo that reverberated deep into the shadows of the parking garage. For a moment it transported me back, over a decade. It was just before my first kill. After all the drilling and the training, and the endless repetition, it was now. Now, I was going to kill somebody. I had felt sick, my head had been thrumming, a mortar had just gone off. The guys were impassive. The Brits see emotion as an impediment to efficiency. It’s something you hang up with your street clothes before you put your uniform on. The mortar had exploded, maybe fifteen yards away, and somebody, it might have been Bat Hayes, had said, “Gawd bli’me, Jones! You been at them beans again?” Everybody had laughed, but I had felt sick, knowing what was coming, what I was going to do. Then the big Kiwi, Sergeant Bradley, had said, “All right, lads, we all want to go home, don’t we? So let’s go an’ kill these buggers.” 
 
    And we had gone in, and we had killed them. All of them. 
 
    So that’s what you do when you want to go home. You go in, and you kill the buggers. 
 
    I drove nice and steady through the Los Angeles sunshine back to Sunset Boulevard, and parked in the Jack in the Box parking lot. There I settled to listen to whatever the bugs picked up, and to wait for Fenninger to show.  
 
    The software Gantrie had given me with the bugs enabled the laptop to act as a cell phone and receive calls from the bugs, which were voice activated. Once the bugs heard somebody start talking, they instantly dialed my laptop and started to record whatever was being said. That recording was then automatically saved into a file on the hard drive, designated by an ID number, a time and a date. 
 
    Fenninger’s bugs had not dialed in yet, but there was already a number of files saved from Intelligent Imaging Consultants. The first was within a minute of my having left and it was the call Musa had made to Fenninger. The next was to Elena Sanchez. 
 
    “Elena, listen, I have just had a very strange visit from a man who claims to represent interests in New York.” There was a brief pause, then, “Well, that’s the thing, he implied very heavily that his principals were Mafia. Now, unless there has been a change of policy somewhere along the line and I didn’t get the memo, we should not be doing business with the Mafia and they know that. Is this a case of the left hand not knowing what the right hand… I agree. This is something we need to discuss in person and not over the phone.” 
 
    There was another silence, then he sighed. “There was something distinctly odd about him, but then he was from New York!” He laughed. “I got the impression he wasn’t bluffing, he definitely was linked with the Mafia. I can’t say exactly why, but he felt… dangerous. Do you know what I mean? Anyway, Elena, let’s cut this short and I’ll see you at, say, three? I’ll call the others.” 
 
    Two more calls followed, to Izamu Suzuki and Erick Dunbar. He repeated pretty much what he’d said to Elena, but to Dunbar he said, “What do you suggest I do with regard to Aaron? Should I inform him?” There was a pause and when he spoke again he sounded irritated. “Yes, I know he’s just a consultant, Erick, but we both also know he is a damn sight more than that in reality. If the New York Mob is trying to muscle in on us it means something has gone arse over tits up the line and he needs to know about it.” 
 
    I smiled at the expression. In my mind’s eye I could see Dunbar scratching his head. I laughed out loud when Musa said, “For God’s sake! It’s an English expression, Erick! It means… well just imagine it and you’ll get the idea! Yes, arse is ass and tits are tits… Yes, awry will do. Can we get back on topic now?” 
 
    He was quiet again for a while, then took a deep breath. “OK, I take your point. I’ll have a private meeting with him and see what he says. Meanwhile we need to talk this through and decide what to do. I’ve arranged to meet the others here at three.” 
 
    Shortly after that, my pay as you go rang. It was Ted. 
 
    “He’s on the move. I’m following him. He’s turning east onto the highway. You want me to stay with him?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s probably headed for his office on Sunset Boulevard. If he stops there, just turn around and go back. Has he got his window open?” 
 
    “Yup. Why didn’t he take the 101, through Cornell? He’d save ten minutes.” 
 
    “He’s a writer. He likes the sea.” 
 
    I heard the shrug in his voice. “OK.” 
 
    Fifty minutes later he pulled up in front of his office and I watched Ted Wallace cruise past in his Buick. My phone rang.  
 
    “He’s at the office. I’m going back to the house.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Ten minutes after that, Fenninger’s bugs kicked in and I was surprised to hear Musa with him in the office. I realized it was the first time I’d heard Fenninger’s voice. It didn’t sound like the voice of one of the most powerful men in the world. It sounded thin and lightweight. He told somebody to bring coffee, then his voice got louder. I figured he’d sat at the coffee table. 
 
    “What’s going on, Ahmed? You sounded worried on the phone.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence, then, “Aaron, have your people authorized the Mafia to invest directly in our company?” 
 
    Another prolonged silence. “What? No! Of course not!” 
 
    “I got a visit.” 
 
    “What kind of visit?” 
 
    “A man from New York. He said he represented interests in New York and New Jersey who wanted to invest twenty million dollars in our company. He suggested, quite strongly, that those interests were the Mafia.” He paused. Fenninger didn’t answer. Musa went on, “Now, it was my understanding that your people were going to manage the funds we received, and that none of it was going to be traceable either to the cartels or to the Mafia. So, why has this guy turned up unannounced, on my doorstep, making me an offer I can’t refuse?” 
 
    “He threatened you?” 
 
    “There was a heavy threat implicit at the end, just before he left.” There was an audible hesitation from Musa then. 
 
    Fenninger said, “What? What is it?” 
 
    “I’m pretty good at reading people, Aaron, and I noticed two things about this man. One, he was putting on an act for me. Maybe that’s something the Mafioso do, I don’t know. I have no experience of dealing with Mafiosos. The other thing, which leads me to believe he was what he said he was, he was dangerous. That man was a killer. You could see it in his eyes.” 
 
    “Twenty million bucks, huh?” 
 
    “And more if the partnership was successful.” 
 
    You could almost hear Fenninger narrowing his eyes. “Define successful?               What were his terms?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s where it became interesting. He knew what we were about.” 
 
    “He knew? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know how he knew! He just knew!” 
 
    “Didn’t you ask him?” 
 
    “Of course not, Aaron! I wasn’t going to show him he’d fazed me! I wanted him off his guard. I told him I needed to consult with my partners. I needed to back up, take some time out and discuss this with you.” 
 
    “OK, point taken. How much did he know?” 
 
    “In general terms he knew that we had a program in place to manipulate public opinion and create role models to shape behavior and thinking. He knew we were conducting research in that field and he wanted to invest in that research.” 
 
    “Holy shit…” 
 
    “So you ask me to define success, and I’m not sure I know how to. He’s not looking for a return on his money, he is seeking to do what you are seeking to do, standardize and manipulate public thinking and behavior. He was talking about ensuring the election of presidents, making legislation popular…” 
 
    Fenninger said again, “Holy shit, holy shit…” 
 
    “Who is this guy? How does he know about us?” 
 
    “Get out. I need to talk to some people. Do nothing. I’ll be in touch in a while and I’ll tell you how to proceed. What have you arranged with him?” 
 
    “I told him we’d be in touch by tomorrow. That was when he threatened me. He thought I was giving him the old ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you’ routine.” 
 
    “OK, go back to the office. I’ll be in touch before the end of the day and tell you what to do.” 
 
    Musa hesitated again. “Aaron, there is a rather worrying possibility.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That he is FMW. You saw what they did to UBC in New York.” 
 
    There was another protracted silence, then Fenninger’s voice. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess that’s a possibility. I’ll be in touch, Ahmed.” 
 
    I heard the door close. There was some movement, the chink of ice and the splash and gurgle of a drink being poured. A moment and then the clunk of heavy crystal on wood. Then Fenninger’s voice again. 
 
    “Beta, this is Epsilon. We have a problem. It could be a big problem. Somebody from New York just tried to buy in to Intelligent Imaging Consultants.” A few seconds of silence, then, “I have no idea who, that’s why I’m calling you on the secure line. He knew, at least in general terms, what the company did. And he wanted to invest in that and take a controlling share. He implied he was from the Mob. I thought you had those guys under control.” 
 
    He was quiet for a long while. Then he said, “You’re certain he’s not Mob? Ahmed said he was pretty sure he was.” 
 
    Another silence. “Well if he’s not Mob, who the hell is he? Is he FMW? We need to find out and we need to find out fast. We are under attack, William, and we do not know who the hell from... No, I will not calm down! We have an unknown actor with twenty million bucks to spare, claiming there is plenty more where that came from, and he knows about the IIC program. I don’t think I should calm down, and frankly I would like to see you a little more excited.” 
 
    He listened for a couple of minutes, then said, “I’m going to give Ahmed the go ahead to arrange a meeting with this guy. I have not decided yet whether to be present. And listen, William, there’s something else. There have been a couple of paparazzi parked outside my house for the last day or so… I need a drink, I’m going to put you on speaker.” 
 
    Beta, William, had a soft, quiet drawl. “Epsilon, stop using my name. If you panic, you stop thinking and then you are no use to yourself, or to anybody else. I am going to talk to Pro Levy, get him to put out feelers in Jersey and in New York. I’ll tell him to keep it quiet. Maybe this is a small, independent operation and they don’t know what they’re getting into. Twenty million dollars isn’t exactly big money. After that he’ll talk to the Capos, ask them if they’ve decided to make an approach without our approval. If both those inquiries come back negative, then we’ll know we have something a little deeper going on.” 
 
    Fenninger sounded like William’s unflappable tones were getting on his nerves. He sighed. “OK, that’s fine, but just speculate with me for a moment, will you? Let’s assume that your inquiries out east draw a blank. Who the hell has this kind of information about us?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that as well as I do, Epsilon. It could be a play by Gibbons. I think MFW are nothing more than a bunch of rednecks with too much fertilizer on their hands. But if they are in bed with Gibbons they maybe it’s them. But the only way we are going to find that out is for you to arrange a meeting with this character. And you need to be present, as Aaron Fenninger, and you need to be very interested in what he has to offer. Draw him out. We need to know who sent him and what they are after.” 
 
    Fenninger sighed. “Yes, OK.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence. I heard the ice in Fenninger’s glass rattle and the soft clunk as he set it down on the desk again. I half expected the call to end at that point, but then Beta started speaking.  
 
    “There is something else. I met with Alpha last night.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We are hampered by the loss of Gamma.” 
 
    Fenninger grunted. “We have lost two in a very short time.” 
 
    “I know, but we must keep going as best we can until a suitable candidate appears. We discussed the melt.” 
 
    Fenninger grunted. “I know we are set for a record this year. I have been talking to the NSIDC, it is set to be the biggest melt on record, greater even than 2012.” 
 
    Beta sighed. “Exactly, and here’s the thing. The immediate effect is that we are going to have a cold, wet summer and the president will capitalize on that to bolster his position on climate change…” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “However, the knock on is that early next year we will have severe drought in the Mediterranean, in East Africa, the Middle East, China and the prairie states. The people in Climate are saying it could be the beginning of the Event.” 
 
    “Holy shit… That soon…” 
 
    “You see where I am going with this, Epsilon?” 
 
    “I think so…” 
 
    “Don’t think, be sure. We’ll be going to war on the back of that drought. The Middle East will go to pieces, their regimes will crumble. It’s what we’ve been waiting for. This is where Syria pays off. We are going to march in: Syria, Saudi and Iran. The EU are going to kick. So are Russia and China. This will be the biggest test since World War Two. We need to control public thinking and behavior, Epsilon. Are you hearing me?” 
 
    “Yes, I hear you.” 
 
    “Get your house in order. Find out who this guy is, and deal with him. We do not want another UN on our hands.” 
 
    “I understand, Beta. I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “And, Epsilon?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Grow a pair, will you? You’re like a fucking girl when you panic.” 
 
    I smiled. There was silence. Then the rattle of ice and the splash of liquid again, and after a moment the shattering of Waterford crystal. More silence followed by the muttering of voices and somebody sweeping up the tumbler he had smashed. The door closed and the bug in Ahmed’s office was activated. 
 
    “Hi, Aaron! that was quick. I just got in. Have you got some news for me?” 
 
    When he spoke there was no trace of the petulant tantrum that had made him smash his glass thirty seconds earlier. He was radiant with Californian sunshine and positive vibes. 
 
    “Yeah, listen, arrange the meeting. Talk to the others…” 
 
    “They’re due in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Good, make them understand, however tempting his offer may be, we do not want this guy onboard, OK? We are going to have to manage a drought and a war early next year…” 
 
    “Shit! Really?” 
 
    “That does not leave your office, OK? We’ll advise you on where to invest to capitalize. Keep your mouth shut and you could become very, very rich indeed. But you do not want to talk about this to anyone outside IIC.” 
 
    “We understand that, Aaron.” 
 
    “So my point is, Ahmed, we need you guys to manage the crisis when it comes, and we cannot have outside investors taking control.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s not a problem. I’ll talk to the guys. Where is the drought going to be?” 
 
    Aaron gave a small laugh. “Uh…parallel forty, north, right around the globe.” 
 
    “Jesus…” 
 
    “Yeah, East Africa, Middle East… You know, weather is a chaos model. It’s hard to be precise.” 
 
    “And the war?” 
 
    “Basically, the Middle East is going to hell.” 
 
    “I thought it was already there, Aaron.” 
 
    “Well, now you know. It isn’t. It’s just on the threshold.” 
 
    Ahmed was silent for a moment, then I heard the smile in his voice. “Don’t you forget to give me those pointers. We are going to clean up!” 
 
    Fenninger snorted again. “Play your cards right, Ahmed, and there might be all kinds of opportunities opening up for a man with no conscience.” 
 
    “Hey, Aaron, I am that man!” 
 
    They both laughed and hung up. 
 
    After that, I sat through Musa’s meeting with his partners. It was pretty much a reiteration of what I had already heard. The only thing that was new, and that interested me, was that Intelligent Imaging Consultants was fully engaged with Omega and Omega’s objectives.  
 
    From the comments they made, I gathered they did not know that Omega existed as an organization in its own right, and they were not aware of Omega’s long term plans. Their belief was that Aaron represented an anonymous department within the federal government, but with that caveat, they were on board with their plans and were not squeamish about using famine to justify war, just so long as they got the insider information to allow them to buy the right shares at the right time.  
 
    I closed the laptop, pulled a Camel from my pack and sat and smoked for a while, staring out at the broad, bright boulevard, considering my options. After a while I began to smile. 
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    The call came when I was on my way to Olympic Boulevard to see Ted Wallace late that afternoon. It was Ahmed. I took a moment to think of Joe Pesci and tried to talk like him.  
 
    “Ahmed, talk to me. Whatcha got for me? Make me a happy man.” 
 
    “Mr. Franklin, I can tell you that my partners were very interested in your proposition and we would very much like to talk to you in more depth and, um, put some flesh on the bones, so to speak.” 
 
    “Put some flesh on the bones, huh? What are we making, a horror movie?” He tried to laugh but failed and I kept on talking. “So when do you wanna meet? I gotta tell you, Ahmed, I know here in Cali you like to take things easy, but I’m not a big fan of fuckin’ around wasting my fucking time, you know what I’m sayin’?” 
 
    “Well, what about tomorrow afternoon…?” 
 
    “See? That’s what I’m fuckin’ talkin’ about, mañana, mañana. We’re talking an initial investment of twenty million bucks with more to come if we’re all happy. But you gotta have your fuckin’ martinis, you gotta go down to Santa fuckin’ Monica and swim naked in the fuckin’ evening sunshine an’ screw a few whores, and then you gotta take your fuckin’ time over croissants and cappuccini in the morning before you can get your fuckin’ ass in gear to discuss business. And forgive me if I’m blunt, but let me ask you this, Ahmed, what the fuck is gonna happen between now and tomorrow that you can’t fuckin’ talk business to me tonight?” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Franklin, it has gone five o’clock… 
 
    “I have one thing to say to you, Ahmed: One of my most influential and affluent associates has flown in from Detroit and is waiting for me at the airport, because I assured him you would be keen to see proof of our intention to do business. He has come all the way here, for you. And he is going to be very disappointed at your lack of reciprocal enthusiasm. Two: I have done some of my own most lucrative business in the very small hours of the morning. And three, is there any reason why we cannot transact business in your office tonight?” 
 
    “Well, it’s…” 
 
    “I’m gonna tell you what I am going to do for you, because I do not want you and my principals to get off on a bad foot. Let me tell you that a bad foot is not a good thing to get off on. I don’t want to turn up at the airport and say, ‘Hey Jackie,’ we call him Jackie the Kid, he likes that. ‘Hey, Jackie, this uh, Ahmed, he didn’t mean no disrespect, but he had to go swimming with some whores in Santa Monica, or some shit. He’ll see you tomorrow…’ I don’t wanna do that. So I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do for you. You and me, we gonna meet tonight, with Jackie, at your office. We will discuss some preliminaries over a drink. Then maybe we go party, get some girls, snort some coke, know what I’m sayin’? We’ll have a good time. That’s how he likes to do things. You will find him a very generous man. And as a thank you, maybe we can sort out a personal bonus for you. I’ll call you from the airport. Don’t disappoint me, Ahmed. OK?” 
 
    “No, listen, Mr… 
 
    “Don’t disappoint me, Ahmed.” 
 
    I hung up. He didn’t call back.  
 
    The sun was low, and the light bronzed, by the time I pulled into the parking lot opposite Archer’s Detective Agency, and left the truck among the lengthening shadows. I rode the old elevator to the fifth floor and found Ted alone. His secretary had gone home for the night and he was sitting with his feet on the desk smoking and drinking whiskey, like a real PI. He looked tired. I closed the door and accepted his invitation to sit and have a drink. I poured a shot and lit up a Camel. 
 
    “I’m hoping you’re going to tell me you have no news.” 
 
    “Not a thing.” He shrugged. “It might help if I knew what you were looking for, apart from whether he drives with his window open. It sure as hell isn’t your sister.” 
 
    I smiled. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and raised an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not joking?” 
 
    I ignored the question. “We’re done with the surveillance. You can call your associate off. Consider the remainder of the fee a bonus.” 
 
    He frowned at his drink. “I told you I was a cop for a long time.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “My instinct is telling me that there is something very wrong about this job.” 
 
    I nodded. “Your instinct is right. The reason I’m calling off the surveillance is because you and your associate are at risk if you continue.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment, then picked up the phone and made a call. When the call was answered he said, “We’re done. Get out of there. Make sure you’re not followed.” He hung up, then screwed up his face at me. “We are at risk, from Aaron Fenninger? That’s like being at risk from Gene Roddenberry, or George Lucas. It’s ridiculous. What’s this all about…” He waved a hand at me. “Mr. Smith? I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    I sighed. “What these things are always about, Ted: power. But believe me, you are better off not knowing the details.” 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “I think I’ll convince myself you were some kook on one of those reality games, like that movie, with Michael Douglas…” 
 
    “The Game.” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    I smiled. “Something like that. You got photos, film, papers, reports…?” 
 
    “Yeah. I thought we had a few more days…” 
 
    “It’s fine. I don’t need a report. I just need whatever you’ve got, and it’s best if you don’t keep any records.” 
 
    A look of understanding dawned on his face. “You’re government? CIA…?” 
 
    “Would it make a difference?” 
 
    He sighed. “Not really. 
 
    “Will an hour be long enough?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’ll go and grab something to eat. I’ll see you here at eight?” 
 
    He nodded. “OK, no problem.” 
 
    I walked two blocks to Il Mare, an Italian restaurant on Hope Street, and had a steak and a beer while turning over in my mind how I wanted everything to play out. The timing could be tricky, but with a little luck and a cool head, I might just pull it off. The thing to do in any complex operation is to think through all the things that can go wrong, and have a backup plan for each one of them. My problem was, right then, that there were so many things that could go wrong, for so many reasons, all I could do was improvise and play my own part to the best of my abilities. 
 
    And that meant leaving no trace of myself at Archer’s Detective Agency, so that even if they traced me there, they would not be able to trace me from there. 
 
    After dinner I had a small black coffee and paid the bill, then made my way back to Olympic Boulevard. I rode the elevator back to the fifth floor and, when I came out, I found the outer door to the agency open. I stepped inside but there was nobody in the outer office. I listened at his door, but there was only silence. 
 
    He might have stepped out to get some dinner. Or he might not. 
 
    I pulled my Sig from my waistband, stood to the side of the door and tried the handle. The door swung open. Nothing else happened. I held my weapon at arm’s length in both hands and went in. The room was clear and Ted was sitting at his desk. He looked scared. He wasn’t scared. He didn’t feel anything anymore. Because he was dead. The back of his head was all over the back of his chair. But the last emotion he had felt had been fear, which was a shame, because I had the impression that Ted Wallace had been a good man. He’d deserved a better death. 
 
    His left hand was gripping the arm of his chair so tight his fingers had gone through the black vinyl imitation leather. His right hand was still on the desk, and two of his fingers were sticking up at grotesque angles. I sighed. That could mean only one thing, that they had waited outside for me to return, and they would be coming in at any moment.  
 
    Right on cue I heard the voice behind me. “Put the gun down, put your hands on your head and turn around so I can see your face.” 
 
    I laid my Sig on the desk in front of me, put my hands up and turned to face him. There were only two of them. They had closed the outer door on their way in, and now the one who wasn’t pointing a gun at me was closing the door to the inner office. I inferred from that that they planed to kill me or torture me or both. 
 
    I had a look at the guy who was holding a gun. He was gym fit, with muscles fed by powdered protein, but rarely bruised in combat. He had long blond hair tied in a ponytail, he was smiling and holding a Glock 19. They always drive dark blue Audis and they always carry Glock 19s. It’s a universal law or something. 
 
    I looked at his friend who had closed the door and was now holding a Taurus Judge 45 revolver, which can fire .45 rounds or shot, like a shot gun. That’s what they buy when they can’t afford a Glock. He was bald, with a tattooed scalp and a face like the expression of a one kilobyte brain. His mouth hung slightly open because his neurons were engaged in blinking. 
 
    I looked back at the smart one. “Now you’ve seen my face. Who sent you?” 
 
    “How about I ask the questions, smart ass?” 
 
    “Why did you torture him?” 
 
    “Hey! Shut the fuck up. I’ll ask the questions. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know? What the hell is going on here? I turn up for an appointment and I find…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up! Answer the fucking question!” 
 
    I took a step closer, appealing to him with my face. “Please don’t get violent. I’ll tell you what you want to know. I’m just confused and a little frightened…” 
 
    “Start talking, man!” 
 
    “My name is Benjamin.” 
 
    “Benjamin what?” 
 
    “Dover.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Benjamin Dover? Ben Dover? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, and my wife is Eileen. Why are you here? Who sent you?” 
 
    He flushed crimson. He was getting real mad. All he wanted in life was for people to fear and respect him, and I had made a joke at his expense. So he thrust the barrel of his Glock in my face like a prosthetic dick and screamed at me. “I’m asking the fucking questions, asshole! Who’s got the fucking gun here?” 
 
    I smacked his wrist hard with my right hand, gripped the barrel of the automatic with my left and levered the grip out of his fingers. The muzzle was now facing him, but as I slipped my right finger onto the trigger I shifted slightly and shot Mr. Kilobyte through the eye. His mouth was still open as he folded gently to the floor. He probably didn’t even know he was dead.  
 
    I took a step back with the weapon trained on the guy with the pony tail. He was blinking furiously, like each blink was expressing a “But…” in his brain. 
 
    I said, “I am.” 
 
    He screwed up his face again. “What?” 
 
    “You asked me who was holding the gun. I am. Sit.” 
 
    I picked up my Sig from the desk, then, as he sat, I stood between him and his dead pal. I said, “You’re not a pro. You’ve got no bruises. You haven’t even got a broken nose. You have no tolerance for pain. I’m going to tie you to the chair with shoelaces. Then I’m going to stuff your pal’s socks in your mouth to muffle your screams, and I’m going to cut your fingers off one by one with this…” 
 
    I pulled the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot. He looked very pale and sickly. “You don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “I’ll know if you’re lying. If you lie I will take all the digits from your right hand, just to show you that I mean business. This is an ugly game, pal. You are not up to it. If you live through this ordeal, take my advice, take up landscape gardening. Now, who sent you here?” 
 
    He was sweating profusely and his hands were shaking. “It’s a guy. He knows where we hang out. He gives us jobs sometimes.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that, pal, if you want to step out of here alive. Or even intact.” 
 
    “No, wait, I’m getting to it. He works, unofficially, for a security company that takes care of celebrities, millionaires, you know the kind of thing. He said this PI had been snooping on some dude’s house in Malibu, he wanted to know who his client was. Told me to find out what I could, then…” He trailed off. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “It was just the job man, it wasn’t personal.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Then he said to… to take you out. I’m sorry, it wasn’t me…” 
 
    “What about proof of kill?” 
 
    “A photograph.” 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s not stupid enough to have you send it to his phone.” 
 
    “No, man. We meet, at the bar where we hang. Late, like twelve or one AM.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tonight, tomorrow night. When the job was done. I’m being helpful, right? Look, I can disappear. I’ll go south…” 
 
    “Name, description…” 
 
    He made a face like things just kept getting worse. “Oh, man. Nobody knows his name. We call him the Mercenary. He looks kinda military, old, forty maybe, but hard. Short gray hair. He has a Seal tattoo on his arm.” 
 
    “The bar.” 
 
    “El Chupacabras, twenty-four fifteen Slauson Avenue, Park Mesa Heights. Please, don’t make me go there, man. He’ll kill me.” 
 
    “No he won’t.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the Taurus was loaded with shot or .45s. I pulled the trigger and found out. It was loaded with shot. It made a very ugly mess. I squeezed Kilobyte’s hand onto his gun, and then Pony Tail’s onto his and left a nice mystery for LA’s finest to try to unravel. I put some Scotch tape over my fingertips, searched through Ted’s desk and found my file with a half-written report, some photographs and a couple of memory cards. I checked Pony Tail’s ID and found his name was Charles Oswald Jones. And he thought Ben Dover was funny. I bet they loved C. O. Jones down in Mexico. 
 
    I wiped any surfaces I might have touched and made my way down to the Silverado. On the way I thought about Ted’s family. I tried not to imagine how they would feel in the morning, when they found out he was dead. I wondered if it was my fault that he had been killed. I didn’t think it was, but I wasn’t sure.  
 
    I climbed into the truck and headed for the parking garage where I had my Zombie. I had twenty-four hours before the Mercenary started worrying about the Pony Tail and Kilobyte, but he was a loose end and I was going to have to address it sooner or later. One part of my mind was telling me I could let him slide, another told me that would be sloppy and careless. Right then I didn’t have time to think about it. I had twenty-four hours. Right then, that was good enough. 
 
    At the garage I changed back into my suit, slipped the Maxim 9 into my holster and got into my car. Then I called Ahmed. 
 
    “Hey, Ahmed, how’s it hangin’?” 
 
    “Mr. Franklin, look, I really…” 
 
    “I am here at the airport with Mr. Giacalone, and he is really enthusiastic to make your acquaintance, know what I’m sayin’? So we are gonna come right on over to your office, and I think you will be very interested in the proposals he is gonna put to you. This is something you are going to want to hear. I hope I am not being too subtle for you.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Franklin, you are being very clear. I’ll be here when you arrive. I’ll leave word with security to let you in.” 
 
    “Do that.” 
 
    It was a short drive from Jefferson Boulevard to the Intelligent Imaging Consultants offices on Figueroa, a fraction of the distance from the airport. He’d be surprised that we’d arrived so early. But that was fine. I was happy to keep him disconcerted. The last of the day was fading from the sky as I arrived, and the lights were coming on in the streets, spilling from shops, bars and restaurants, coloring the blacktop and the sidewalks and lying luminous but oddly dead across hoods and windshields that crawled through the dying dusk into the night. 
 
    I left the Zombie at the Jack in the Box and walked to the Ernst and Young Plaza. The main door was still open and the guy on the security desk didn’t say anything to me, so I made my way to the elevators and rode to the top floor. The shining receptionist had gone home. It looked like everybody had gone home, but the doors were open and lights were still on. I stepped in, closed the doors behind me and walked quietly to Ahmed’s office. I could hear him talking inside, but I couldn’t hear anybody answering him. I opened the door softly and stepped in. He was saying, “Fine, I’ll see what I can find out from him, but this is getting out of hand…” He trailed off as he saw me, stared at me a moment, then said. “I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    He hung up. I smiled. 
 
    He said, “Mr. Franklin, I didn’t expect you for another…” His eyes flicked to the door behind me. “Mr. Giacalone…?” 
 
    I pointed over at the leather chairs and the sofa. “Let’s sit. Mind if I fix us a drink?” 
 
    He stood, frowning, hesitating, aware that something was wrong. “Um… martini, vodka, thanks. What’s going on? Where is Mr. Giacalone?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I owe you an apology. I think I’ve thrown you all into a bit of a flap.” 
 
    I smiled blandly over my shoulder. I had dropped the Goodfellas act along with the accent. He’d noticed it and he was disconcerted, searching for an explanation. He came to the coffee table and sat, folding himself carefully into the chair, like if he sat too fast everything would go wrong somehow. But that ship had sailed for him. I handed him his drink and sat opposite. He set the glass on the table with that same worried, careful manner. I continued to smile blandly and waited. 
 
    “What is going on, Mr. Franklin?” 
 
    I sipped my whiskey, chuckled and made my play. “How much has Aaron told you about us?” 
 
    He went very still. I watched the thoughts flit across his face. Now, this made sense to him. It would explain my odd behavior, the incongruent claims and my knowledge of the company’s activities. But he was cautious. He was a very cautious man. He said, “I don’t understand. Who is ‘us’?” 
 
    “You don’t understand, and yet all your body language says that you understand only too well. How much has Aaron told you about your employers, Ahmed? Omega, the organization that owns your company. The people that Aaron represents. How much has he told you about us?” 
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    He stared at me in silence for a long while. I studied him, trying to read what was going on in his mind. A couple of times he twitched like he was going to make some excuse to go over to the desk, maybe to call security, or Fenninger, but each time the impulse failed. His curiosity was getting the better of him, as was his greed. What I had banked on was that if he believed I was Omega, he would see an opportunity to advance his own career behind Aaron’s back. My reading of his face told me I had been right. Finally he said, simply, “Omega?” 
 
    I crossed one leg over the other and sipped my drink. “Please don’t insult my intelligence, Ahmed. I know you are aware of our existence. What I am interested to know is, once again, exactly how much Aaron has told you.” 
 
    He dithered a moment longer, then committed. “Not very much. Only that he represented you, and that you had the power to further our company’s interests.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “Oh, yes. We can certainly do that. Which brings me, incidentally, to another point, you have a broker…” 
 
    I waited and he filled the void in a rush of words. “Yes, Elena manages the finances. She is very skilled. She engaged a broker because we need to balance the books, explain for the IRS the fact that…” He sighed, closed his eyes and started again, more slowly. “You supply us with a very handsome budget that covers our research and development programs. The problem is that the money you invest in us far exceeds our declared income. The fact that you are not an officially recognized body means that we cannot explain that income to the Internal Revenue Service. So Elena employs a broker who invested the surplus capital we had when we established the company, and the revenue from that covers our R&D program.” 
 
    I nodded. “I gather we advise you on where to invest.” 
 
    He smiled. He was beginning to relax. “Of course, and I have to say, it never fails.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “How could it?” I frowned. “So how do you explain to the IRS that despite the fact that you are investing in R&D, you still have surplus to invest?” 
 
    It was his turn to give a small laugh. “We don’t. We have an account in Belize where we hold the surplus capital.” 
 
    “Of course.” I stared at him with dead eyes until he started to become uncomfortable and shift his gaze around the room. Then I said, “Are you aware that we have a vacancy in our cabal?” 
 
    He froze. His eyes glittered. “I had no idea about that. Why are you telling me…?” 
 
    “Did Aaron not suggest to you that we might have an opening?” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment. “He did hint at something, but I never thought…” 
 
    “We have an opportunity coming up, Ahmed. You know that our experts are predicting a global drought, and we are going to use that drought to trigger a very profitable war. It will amount to a world war, but it will be fought in the Middle East.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Aaron spoke to me about that, we are looking for movie makers…” 
 
    I smiled benignly and raised a hand. “Leave that to others, Ahmed. It’s time for you to raise your sights and move on. There are billions of dollars to be made from this crisis. I am going to need you to make some phone calls. I need you to instruct your broker on where to invest your company’s funds. Get him out of bed if you have to. Tonight, Ahmed.” I put a big, friendly smile on the right side of my face. “Tonight you join the club. You see now why I needed you here alone.” 
 
    He swallowed three times without saying anything. “I am overwhelmed. I don’t know what to say…” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, I need you to say and do exactly what I tell you to say and do. Can you do that?” 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    “Yes, of course you can. That is why we chose you. Now, can you instruct your broker directly, or do the instructions need to come via Elena Sanchez?” 
 
    “They would have to be issued by Elena and one other partner.” 
 
    “Good, so here is the first thing you are going to do. You are going to call Elena and have her join us here.” 
 
    He nodded and stared as though he was waiting for something more. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Now, Ahmed.” 
 
    He jumped. “Yes! Yes, of course!”  
 
    He fumbled for his phone and as he dialed I said, “Tell her nothing except that it is imperative she drops whatever she is doing right now and joins you here immediately. She is not to discuss this with anyone. Put it on speaker.” 
 
    It rang a couple of times and an attractive voice answered. “Ahmed, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Elena, I am going to ask you to trust me. I can’t discuss this over the phone, but I am going to ask you to drop whatever you are doing and come to the office immediately. This is really very important. Imperative, in fact.” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a moment. Then there was a frown in her voice. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I have never been more serious, Elena.” 
 
    “Is this to do with your visitor, Mr. Franklin?” 
 
    “Indirectly, yes, and with the project. I really cannot discuss this with you any further on the telephone. I must insist that you come and see me now, at the office.” 
 
    Her voice became serious. “All right, Ahmed, I’ll be right over.” 
 
    “And, Elena, for the moment I would ask you not to discuss this with anybody. That is vital.” 
 
    “Ahmed, this is all a little unsettling…” 
 
    “It will make perfect sense to you when you get here, believe me. Just stick precisely to my instructions, please.” 
 
    She was silent a moment longer, then said, “All right, Ahmed. I hope you’re right. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. I’m on my way.” 
 
    She hung up and I drained my glass, smacked my lips and sighed. “Don’t look so worried, Ahmed. You’re about to join the Forbes One Hundred.” 
 
    His expression had changed, like he’d suddenly come to his senses and reality was looking all wrong. “I…” 
 
    “What is it? What’s troubling you? You stepped outside the box, so what? You know what separates the real winners from the mediocre and the losers? Real winners dare to try. Who dares wins, my friend. And you have just taken a very courageous step.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. “What do you want? You want to see my passport? My ID? My driver’s license?” I laughed again. 
 
    He shook his head again. His skin had gone pasty and he looked like he might throw up. “But how do I know…? I should talk to Aaron…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that. Aaron doesn’t know it, but he’s on his way out.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Aaron?” 
 
    “He’s fucked up one too many times.” I raised an eyebrow and seemed to study him for a moment. “I’ve been studying your career for a while, Ahmed. I have liked the steps you have taken. I have liked the fact that you have known what to leave behind. I also like the fact that you are ruthless.” I pulled a Camel from my pocket and lit it with my old, brass Zippo. I inhaled deep and blew the smoke at the ceiling. “Aaron has gone soft. Did you know he’d become a multi-billionaire? On the strength of our help and guidance. But as soon as that happened—the mansion in Malibu, the wife and kids, the office on Sunset Boulevard…” I chuckled. “He went soft, he lost his edge. Omega is a club for killers, not for nice daddies.” I raised my eyebrow again. “Are you a killer, Ahmed? I had you down as a killer. Was I wrong?” 
 
    He gave his head several short, rapid shakes. “No. You were not wrong.” 
 
    I nodded. “I was not wrong. That’s because I am always right.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Contact your broker, Ahmed, set it up and tell him what you are planning to do. Then we’ll get Elena’s confirmation when she arrives.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I wait…?” 
 
    “You want her to take the initiative?” 
 
    “No! No, I’ll see to it right away.” 
 
    He rose and hurried to his desk. He pressed a button, a computer terminal rose out of the desktop and he began to type. I stood and walked over to him. I pulled a white envelope from my pocket and held it up for him to see. “This, right here, is probably the most valuable information available on the planet at this moment. What is contained in here is worth tens of billions of dollars, and I am giving it to you. I hope, once I hand this over, that I can count on your loyalty, Ahmed.” 
 
    He stared at the envelope like it might explode. Then his big brown eyes shifted to mine. There was unfathomable greed in them. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    I handed it to him and he took it. I didn’t let go. “Understand this, Ahmed. You will become a billionaire, but from the moment I let go, you give yourself to Omega. Are you prepared to do that?” 
 
    Again the big-eyed stare. “Yes.” 
 
    I nodded and let go. In that moment I could have told him to leap out the window and he would have done it. He opened the envelope and took out the single sheet of A4 it contained. His fingers were trembling. He studied the list, glanced at me and clicked the mouse. I heard a ringing tone from the computer, then a voice said, “Ahmed, working late?” 
 
    “I’m sorry Lenny, something pretty urgent came up and I need to make a few large capital investments straight away. There’s a lot riding on this.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem. It’s my wife’s birthday, but they can spare me for a while. What’s it about?” 
 
    Ahmed stared at the list again, then at me, then back at the screen. I want to put everything we have spread equally over the following…” 
 
    “Everything, Ahmed?” 
 
    “Everything. Sell whatever you can sell and reinvest it in this. Trust me, my advice is good. Ready…? Thai Rice Futures, for November. Ukrainian wheat, September, Spanish grapes…” 
 
    The list went on. It would have been obvious to any man not blinded by greed that they were all crops that were going to fail in the drought. He knew it, he could see it, but he had committed himself, sold himself to Omega, and he told himself he must be wrong and he must have faith. 
 
    Lenny’s voice came from the computer. He sounded skeptical.  “These are futures. You’re buying at today’s price, whatever their value may be in September, October or November...” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
    There was a frown in Lenny’s voice. “I’m at a bit of a loss here, Ahmed. There is nothing very remarkable about these investments. You might win a bit or lose a bit, but I could recommend a hundred different…” 
 
    I was shaking my head and Ahmed interrupted him. “I appreciate what you’re saying, Lenny. But I have reason to believe the market will change soon, in our favor.” 
 
    “You’re the boss. I’ll need the OK from Elena.” 
 
    “She’s on her way. I just wanted to get it set up. She’ll give you a call in about ten minutes. Is that OK?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He hung up and Ahmed sat staring at me. I held his eye and blinked slowly. “Have we ever let you down in the past, Ahmed?” 
 
    He shook his head. Then his gaze traveled past me and I heard the door open. I turned and Elena Sanchez was standing in the open doorway, looking at us. She said, “What’s going on?” 
 
    I said, “Come in, Elena. You need to hear this.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    I looked her hard in the eye and said, “I am Aaron’s boss. Please come and sit down.” 
 
    She glanced past me at Ahmed. He must have given her a nod, because she closed the door and came to the coffee table, where she sat on the sofa. I said, “Can I offer you a drink?” 
 
    “A dry sherry, thank you.” 
 
    I turned and looked at Ahmed. He rose from the desk and went to pour her wine. I sat. 
 
    “Elena, the information I am about to share with you is need to know only. If you share this with anyone outside this room, the consequences will be severe. Please don’t ask me what that means, because we really don’t want to go there.” 
 
    She frowned, looking alarmed. Ahmed handed her her drink and I kept talking. 
 
    “There are some things that, as of now, you need to know. Your company belongs to an organization called Omega. Aaron Fenninger has been acting as the liaison between Omega and yourselves, and it is Omega who has given you the information to guide your investments until now. The purpose for all this is far more complex than you can hope to understand, but to put it at its simplest, we need the research that you do.” 
 
    She was still frowning. “Aaron had told us some of this, not quite in those terms, but the general gist. He never used the name Omega…” 
 
    “Now, there are two things I have to tell you.” I held up a finger. “One, Aaron is being axed. He has fucked up once too often. So we now have two openings in what we like to call the cabal. We have been observing Ahmed for some time, and also you, Elena.” I raised two fingers in the peace sign. “Two, the second thing I have to tell you: as you already know, we are about to experience a very severe, global drought. There will be widespread famine and the Middle East will become seriously destabilized. We will go to war and that war will spread. This will be an opportunity for people with foresight and, above all, foreknowledge, to make vast fortunes. Now, Elena, the choices you make in the next fifteen minutes will determine whether you become one of those people or not, and whether we offer you a permanent position in Omega.” 
 
    Her breathing had quickened. Her cheeks had flushed and her eyes were bright. I picked up my glass and observed it a moment. It was empty. I handed it to Ahmed without looking at him, keeping my eyes on Elena’s, smiling at her. He hurried away and refilled my glass, then brought it back. 
 
    She stared at Ahmed a moment. He told her with his face that he was in. She turned back to me, shaking her head. “What was all that bullshit about the Mafia?” 
 
    I offered her a lopsided smile and nodded. “Good. That had nothing to do with you. That was about Aaron. And needless to say, he failed. He cracked under pressure—again. Like I said, this is need to know only. You don’t need to know about that. What you do need to know is that I have given Ahmed a list of investments to make in futures that we are going to protect so that they go through the roof when the drought bites. The proceeds from those investments will then be put into armaments and munitions just before war is declared. In a matter of a few months, your personal fortunes will be beyond your wildest dreams. The investments are set up. All you need to do is give Lenny the OK.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed. “This is crazy.” 
 
    I laughed. “Is it?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at me. 
 
    “You’ve known this was the game you were in from the start. Aaron told you. But Aaron didn’t involve you because he’s a pussy. He played it safe, to protect himself, and as a result a company that we were relying on to manage the biggest crisis since the second world war is barely in a position to make any difference at all.” I pulled another cigarette from my pack and lit up. “Now I’m giving you a stake. I’m involving you and showing you just how much money and power you can have if you play the game.”  
 
    Her breathing had grown deeper and faster. What I’d said had struck a chord. She was trying to suppress a smile and failing. I raised an eyebrow and smiled at her like I was about to drag her off to bed. I said, “Call Lenny. Give him the go ahead.” 
 
    She fumbled in her bag, pulled out her cell, pressed the speed dial and after a moment she said, “Lenny, hi, it’s Elena… Oh, wish her a happy birthday from me, will you? Listen, I believe Ahmed has already been in touch…” She laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that, Lenny. Have we ever made an investment that didn’t pay dividends? Yes, we receive good advice, you can take that to the bank, believe me! I just wanted to give you the green light. You’ll take care of it? Excellent. You have a lovely evening.” 
 
    She hung up, closed her eyes and heaved a huge sigh. When she opened them again we raised our glasses to each other. I said, “Here’s to obscene wealth, inequality and injustice. Long may it reign!” 
 
    We all laughed heartily. I took a long pull and settled back in my chair. 
 
    “Well, now, we are almost done. While Lenny goes away to make you both astonishingly rich, there is one more thing we need to do before we call it a night.” 
 
    Ahmed was still smiling at my joke. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “I need you to call Izamu Suzuki and Erick Dunbar, and tell them to get their asses over here double quick.” 
 
    He glanced at his watch. 
 
    I said, “I don’t give a good goddamn what time it is, Ahmed. I want them here in less than half an hour. We have only just begun. We have some very important work to do tonight. And I need them here to do it.” I pointed at him. “Call Izamu.” I pointed at Elena. “Call Erick. Do it now.” 
 
    Elena stood and walked away with her phone, holding it to her ear. She was alive, enthusiastic, keen. Ahmed stood and walked toward his desk, holding his phone to his ear. He was also enthusiastic and keen, but there was a servile quality to his enthusiasm. He was a man who wanted to hold power, but he wanted to hold it for somebody else. 
 
    I watched them talking eagerly, persuading their partners that they had to come now to the office because what was happening next was of momentous importance. And, as I watched them, I wondered at the capacity of the human mind to build a fantasy for itself out of nothing but another man’s apparent conviction, and its own desire for that conviction to be true; to completely beguile itself and believe its own fabrications. I had offered them the feeblest of circumstantial evidence, and they had turned it into proof positive that I was a major player in Omega. And now they were lending me their own authority within their company to prove it to their colleagues. Within twenty minutes I would have all the senior partners of Intelligent Imaging Consultants sitting there with me, at my mercy, believing I owned them. 
 
    This, I told myself, is how empires are built. 
 
   


 
  

 Eight 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me if I am a little blunt.” It was Dunbar. He was a big, barrel-chested man with a long, blond beard and Buffalo Bill hair. He was wearing a two thousand dollar gray suit and a bootlace tie. “I’ve never been good at keeping my mouth shut, and it ain’t something I aim to learn any time soon. Would somebody mind telling me what in hell is going on?” 
 
    We were all five seated around the coffee table. Ahmed raised a placatory hand and said, “Erick, there have been some rather unexpected changes…” 
 
    “Says who?” He pointed a finger at me and said, “And who in hell is this? No offence, mister, but who in blazes are you and why are you privy to this conversation?” 
 
    Ahmed raised both hands and made placating motions. “If you will just give us a chance we will explain…” 
 
    “Who’s ‘us’?” 
 
    Izamu, a slim man who could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty, sighed, looked at the floor and muttered what sounded like, “Kora! Boke kuso!” Then he smiled at Dunbar without feeling and said, “Maybe if we give them a chance to speak, Erick, we will get the answers to our questions.” 
 
    Ahmed nodded. “Thank you, Izamu, always the voice of reason.” He gestured to me with his open hand and said, “This is…” Then he paused, realizing he didn’t know my name. 
 
    I pulled my pack of Camels from my pocket and spoke as I pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “You may as well get used to calling me Gamma, because that is the only name you will ever know me by. I control your funds and I represent the organization that, de facto, owns your company. Aaron Fenninger is as good as dead and you will not be seeing him again. I am taking over his role and you can expect a much more hands on style.” I paused to smile at Elena and saw her cheeks color. “And you can also expect to be a lot more involved personally, yourselves, in the real purpose of this company.” I looked at Dunbar, who was frowning at me like I had two heads. “Let me get right to the point. You are going to make a lot more money—a lot more. The company is going to make a lot more money, and so are you. But—I want a lot more commitment from you in return.” 
 
    Izamu said, “What does that mean, in real terms?” 
 
    “In real terms? Let me give you a real example and we’ll take it from there. As you already know, our climate experts have reported that we are approaching a tipping point in climate change and, within a few months, we are going to have spiraling temperatures and drought spreading around the globe in a broad band roughly either side of the thirty-seventh parallel. Let me be brutal about this. This will mean tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands, of women and children dying of hunger and thirst.” 
 
    I paused to study their faces. They all held my eye. I went on. 
 
    “It will mean crop failures, from Kansas, through southern Europe, the Middle East, Pakistan, China and Japan. It will have a major impact on staple foodstuffs like wheat, corn and rice, and animal feed, sending the prices of those commodities through the roof.” I saw Ahmed and Elena exchange a glance. I ignored them and plowed on. “This, in turn, is going to severely destabilize a region which is already a powder keg—the Middle East—and we are going to seize this opportunity to trigger a war, a war like we haven’t seen since World War II. We will invade Saudi Arabia and Iran, and we fully expect Russia and the EU to oppose us, perhaps with military force. The body count will be very high, and we will make vast fortunes off the suffering, the hunger and the destitution of millions of people. That is what we do, and it is your job not to sell that to the people, but to make them want it.” 
 
    I paused, scrutinizing their faces, searching for a glimmer of unease or discomfort. I didn’t find any, so I went on. 
 
    “It is time to start applying that research that has been going on for so long. I want to see the people out there.” I pointed toward the window and laughed. “I want to see them and hear them bleating! Like sheep!” They loved it. They laughed. “I don’t want to hear them saying, ‘baaaa,’ I want to hear them saying, ‘waaar!’” 
 
    That was hilarious. They fell about. They were going to enjoy working with me. I was a real gas. Elena spoke up. 
 
    “So far we have found that a deep-core shaping of the personality occurs in early childhood and during puberty and adolescence. We have a raft of proposed programs that we can present to the networks that will instill a more actively aggressive approach toward enemies of the U.S.A., but that is going to take about ten years to feed through.” 
 
    Izamu was shaking his head. “With respect, Elena, that does not take account of the preparatory work that has already been done. With a series of well placed programs, especially documentaries and news, according to the research that my team has been doing, we can swing public opinion in favor of a war within a week. But there is a problem.” 
 
    I sipped my drink. “What’s that?” 
 
    “We need to be able to depend on the networks. There is a powerful anti-war, pro-Islam bias in the news. Everybody wants to believe Islam is a religion of peace. As long as they are buying into that, they will not support a war. We can provide you with the programming, but you need to guarantee that we can air it.” 
 
    Ahmed snorted. “I dare say that will change as soon as the administration realizes they are no longer dependent on the Saudi royal family for oil.” 
 
    There was more laughter. I raised a hand. “Let me just get something very clear. None of you has any objection to this work on moral or ethical grounds?” 
 
    They all looked at each other, smiled, shrugged and shook their heads. I laughed quietly to myself and stood. I moved behind my chair and leaned on the back with my hands. “Not a single one of you cares about the children who will starve to death?” 
 
    Elena raised an eyebrow. “Is this a trick question? The final hurdle we have to overcome to join Omega, or some shit like that? I think I speak for all of us when I say that if the money is as good as you say it is, I don’t give a damn!” 
 
    I grinned at her and chuckled. “It’s not.” 
 
    She held the smile in place. “What…?” 
 
    “The investments you instructed your broker to make. They are all crops that are going to fail in the drought. You have bought millions of dollars worth of dead crops. You are de facto bankrupt.” I looked from face to staring face. “But don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Dunbar exploded, “What the hell do you mean, don’t worry about it?” 
 
    “Before those futures are realized, you’ll all be dead.” 
 
    I had Elena at nine o’clock on my left, Dunbar at twelve o’clock and Izamu at three, on the sofa. Ahmed was right next to me, craning around to look up into my face. I pulled the Maxim and shot Elena, Dunbar and Izamu in the head. The 9 mm rounds were subsonic, so there was practically no sound. They were so astonished they just sat there and allowed themselves to be shot. Ahmed was staring at them with his mouth open, trying to make sense of what had happened. I smashed the butt of the automatic into his head and knocked him out cold. Then I gripped the gun with his hand and pulled off another round into each of them and dropped the gun on the floor. 
 
    Finally, I went to the window and opened it. Then I dragged Ahmed over and, with considerable difficulty, I dragged him up and kind of folded him out through the gap. As I watched him slip and fall, I wondered if he’d wake up on the way down. Then I decided that, like him and Elena, and the rest of them, I didn’t give a damn. After a couple of seconds there was a sickening thud and several shouts. I walked away from the window. 
 
    The Maxim was unregistered, so they would not trace it to me. I left it there, on the floor, where the boys from the LAPD would find it and deduce that Ahmed had dropped it on his way to jump out the window, after murdering his colleagues. They’d never know why he did it, but they would guess it had something to do with the disastrous investments they had made on his recommendation. 
 
    I stepped out of the office, rode the elevator down to the parking garage and exited unnoticed on foot. 
 
    I sat in the Zombie drumming my fingers on the wheel, listening to the sirens and thinking. I knew I had probably blown my chance of hitting Fenninger on the highway the next day because he would now be not only changing his routine, but also alert. Maybe I hadn’t been as smart as I ought to have been, but I figured it was a fair price to pay for sinking Intelligent Imaging Consultants. Besides which, I was kind of curious to see how long it would take the news to reach Fenninger, and which way he would jump come morning. My guess was they would assume it was the work of the FMW, which was fine by me. 
 
    My next steps were clear. I had to go and find the Mercenary and take him out of the equation one way or another. After that I had to go to Malibu and sit on Fenninger’s house. It wouldn’t be long before the cops had identified Ahmed and got into the offices of Intelligent Imaging Consultants. Their first step then would be to notify the families and senior management, and it wouldn’t be long after that that Fenninger got to hear about it. It could be anything from a couple of hours to sometime in the morning. 
 
    When he did, when he and Omega learned that Intelligent Imaging Consultants had been wiped out, one of two things was going to happen: Fenninger was going to drive to his office as he did every morning, or he was going to sound the alarm and take some form of defensive action. 
 
    If he drove to the office, I would take him out en route. Then I would go home and start making plans for Beta and Alpha.  
 
    If he took some defensive action, that would either be to barricade himself inside his house while Omega took care of the threat, or he would be transported to some secure location. It was impossible to predict what they would do on the information I had available, but the Mercenary might be able to help. 
 
    I was about to hit the ignition when something caught my eye. It was a guy walking into the parking lot and heading toward me. He was about six foot six, but he hadn’t the muscle strength to keep his skeleton straight, so he looked like an animated ‘S’ with stooped shoulders and rubbery legs. He was swearing a woolen coat two sizes too small for him and a colorless wool hat pulled down on his head, and he was walking straight toward me. I eased out my Sig and cocked it. When he’d drawn level with my car he stooped down and stared through the passenger window, with his face creased up, showing his top teeth and his gums. He tried the door, I unlocked it and he pulled it open.  
 
    “Hi.” He pulled some strands of limp blond hair from his face and I caught the smell of stale sweat and onions. “My name is Njal? I em from Norvay? Can I come in?” 
 
    “No. I’m just leaving. What do you want, Njal?” 
 
    “Oh, yah! I can come wiz you. I em hoping ve ken be friends. Ve heff de same enemies. I sink.” 
 
    I sighed. “Can the accent. What enemies? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He took that as an invitation and climbed in, slamming the door behind him. When he spoke his accent was less exaggerated, but it was still there. “You have been watching Aaron Fenninger. You have followed him to the IIC, and shortly after you go up…” He smiled with dry, Scandinavian wit. “Ahmed Musa comes down. Meanwhile Elena Sanchez, Erick Dunbar and Izamu Suzuki also have gone up, but they are not coming down. Only when the police bring them in the gurneys, yuh?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. How about you get to the point?” 
 
    He fingered some fine strands of platinum hair away from his face. “The point? The point is not so easy. I am a Free Mind Warrior. You know what this means?” 
 
    “I know what it means.” 
 
    “I think you also are a Free Mind Warrior.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. I’m not.” 
 
    He gave a small laugh that suggested I had potential but I was still in my intellectual infancy. “You think we are an organization. But that, if you are looking for a point, is a point. We are not an organization. We are not even ‘we’. We are individuals, chaotic in many creative ways, who are united in only one thing.” He held up a very long index finger. “That thing is our hatred of the organizations that are seeking to take possession…” He stared at me as he clenched a huge fist in a graphic illustration of taking possession. “…of our minds.” He pointed at me and shook his head. “Whatever you say, you are a Free Mind Warrior. I know this.” 
 
    I rubbed my face with my palms, telling myself that this I did not need. I shook loose a Camel and offered it to him. 
 
    He grinned and nodded elaborately. “Oh, uh-huh, yuh…” He took it and I took another myself. I flipped my Zippo and we lit up. He filled his lungs with a deep drag and blew smoke at the roof of the car.  
 
    “Look, Njal, I seriously have no idea what you are talking about. And, to be honest, I haven’t got time for this.” I spread my hands. “If you are a member, or a ‘not-a-member’ of the FMW then, so long as you are not killing innocent people, I have some sympathy with you. But I am not a…” 
 
    He raised a very mobile eyebrow on a very mobile face. He finished for me and there was a hell of a lot of irony in his voice. He said, “What? A warrior? You are going to tell me that you are not a warrior?” He chuckled, and like the rest of him, his chuckle dwarfed the car. “We actually know quite a lot about you. You would be surprised.” He took another drag and I noticed that the cigarette looked dwarfed in his hand. “Let me save you some time. We are not a bunch of hysterical maniacs who believe we are going to go to some kind of fucking heaven if we die for the right cause. We are all intelligent, well educated professionals and we all have skills we bring to the enterprise. I would not be here, sitting in this car with you, if I did not know who you are. We should stop wasting time and move on to the next, more interesting, step.” 
 
    “What is that step, Njal?” 
 
    “We know what you are doing. We like it. We want to help.” 
 
    “I don’t need help.” 
 
    “Ach! Come on! You are more intelligent than this! Aaron Fenninger is a magnate in the TV and movie business. We are on the cusp of a new era, where TV, movies and IT are all coming together in a nightmare that is making Orwell look like light, comic relief. IIC is just the tip of the tip of the iceberg. You want to take out Fenninger, but when you do that you are taking on the…” He searched for the word, “The linchpin of their global power.” 
 
    The question snapped out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Whose global power?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know. We don’t know. Bilderberg? Illuminati? The Masons?” He made a little explosion with his lips and blew out, making a pffff! sound. “Is all conspiracy theory bullshit, but whoever they are, they exist. And they own the media.” He wagged his two fingers at me, holding the cigarette and squinting through the smoke. “Point is, you need help. You cannot take on all this power on your own.” 
 
    He was right. He was right in everything he said. And he knew too much for me to ignore him. But I could not afford to be sidetracked now, like this, into a dark ally where I had no control of what happened next. 
 
    “Look, pal, Njal, with the greatest respect to you and your Free Mind Warrior friends, I cannot do this. You are wasting my time and I have somewhere I need to be. So I am going to ask you to get out of my car.” 
 
    He sighed, and as he did, smoke trailed from his nose, making him look like some weird, Scandinavian dragon. “You are going to Aaron Fenninger’s house.” I didn’t answer. “Is not a good plan. He has people looking after him, not just his Bilderberg friends, professional security. They know about you. They have been watching you watching them.” 
 
    “What do you want, Njal? You have convinced me that you know what you’re talking about. You have convinced me you’re smart and professional. Cut to the fucking chase. What do you want from me?” 
 
    He smiled. “All I want is to introduce you to a friend. You will have a lot in common with him. He can help you, and you can help him.” 
 
    I nodded, “OK. I understand. Now let me explain something to you. I am out of the game. I was in, now I am out. But, when this is all over, when I have finished my job tonight, I will give you an introduction to the people you do need to talk to. I am certain that they will be very interested in your movement. I am not. After tonight, I am going home.” 
 
    He nodded several times. “Ooooh kay, so you do not want to come and talk to my friend tonight.” 
 
    “No. I don’t want to, and also I can’t.” 
 
    He gazed for a moment out the passenger window and said again, half to himself, “Oooooh kay… Fine…” He turned to me, smiled and held out his hand. I took it. He held it and winked. “OK, Mr. Lacklan Walker. It was nice talking to you, anyway. So, good luck to you and maybe see you around, yuh.” 
 
    He let go of my hand, climbed out of the car and walked away across the parking lot on his long, gangling legs. 
 
    “Who the fuck…?” I muttered it to myself as I watched him disappear. “Who the fuck was that?” 
 
    I fired up the huge, silent engine and slipped out of the parking lot. As I moved away, in my rearview mirror I could see the patrol cars and the ambulance parked outside the office block, their red and blue lights flashing a dreary, banal message of death and tragedy. People were dead, but the Great Machine would grind on, the droughts would come, the faceless, nameless victims would pile up in the deserts, with the flies on their bloated faces, while the stars shone brighter in Hollywood, and the kings and queens grew richer in their palaces, in Malibu and Riyadh.  
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    El Chupacabras was not hard to find. Nothing in L.A. is hard to find. It is a vast, sprawling grid, a matrix, where everything is connected to everything else by straight lines, miles long. It’s the city that generates the wildest, most expensive dreams in the world, yet it has all the character and style of a graphics card. 
 
    El Chupacabras, however, was a little different. It was small and set back from the road beyond a concrete forecourt, and the buildings on either side were concrete slabs. On the left there was a plumber’s business that looked like a small factory, and on the right there was a drama and dance school that looked like a prison. El Chupacabras sat between the two of them, low and squat, with a green awning and iron bars on its windows, like an hacienda teleported out of Mexico onto Slausen Avenue. 
 
    On the forecourt there were a couple of trucks, a couple of Harleys and a couple of old saloon cars. There was dim light in the windows and the soft hum of music. The rest of the street was still and quiet, but for the occasional car that hummed past. I parked the Zombie across the road and walked to the bar, wondering if my suit would be conspicuous, but not much caring either way. 
 
    I pushed through the door. The place was noisy, thick with smoke and people. There seemed to be an eclectic mix, from city suits to bums, Hell’s Angels and hookers. You didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to deduce that the owner had some kind of arrangement with the local PD. There must have been a couple of dozen bodies or more, some leaning at the bar, others at tables. There was an agreeable hum of conversation and they were playing what sounded like ’60s and ’70s classics. Another time, another place, it might have been my kind of joint. 
 
    I scanned the bar and then the tables looking for somebody who fit the Mercenary’s description. Nobody leapt out at me, so I shouldered my way to the counter. A guy with a big moustache and disinterested blue eyes jerked his chin at me. I said, “Irish, straight up.” While he was pouring it I put my money down and said, “I’m looking for a business associate. They call him the Mercenary. Charlie said I might find him here.” 
 
    He pulled a face and shrugged. “I don’t know nobody. Take a seat. Maybe he’ll find you.” 
 
    I took my drink and found a small table at the back where I sat and pulled my cigarettes from my pocket. I lit up and waited. I didn’t have to wait long. After a couple of minutes I saw a guy pushing his way through the crowd in my direction. I figured he was in his late forties. Like Charlie had said, he was hard, sunburned and lean. He sat at the table and studied my face for a moment. “You looking for me?” 
 
    “That depends. If people call you the Mercenary and you have a Seal tattoo on your arm, then I probably am.” 
 
    He pushed up his sleeve and showed me the tattoo. I glanced at it, gave a single nod and sipped my whiskey. As I set the glass down I said, “You gave Charlie a job, him and the gorilla with the tattooed head.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “That’s what Charlie said.” 
 
    “What was the job?” 
 
    “To kill Ted Wallace, and me.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Ted is dead. So are Charlie and his tame gorilla.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, friend. Even if this bullshit were true, why are you telling me?” 
 
    “I figure we can do business.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    I smiled. “My life maybe worth nothing to Aaron Fenninger, but it’s worth a lot to me. And it could be worth a lot to you.” 
 
    He sat for a long moment without moving. He took in my suit and my face, then tried to work out the situation. He could walk away, and in that crowded bar there wouldn’t be a lot I could do. But he knew he would just be postponing the problem. He could probably call friends, take me outside and get rid of me, but that would leave a lot of unanswered questions, like, why the hell had I gone there alone, knowing he’d tried to kill me? He needed to talk to me and find out what my game was. Finally he shrugged and said, “I’m listening.” 
 
    “How much do you get paid to neutralize the PI and me?” 
 
    “That’s not an issue. I do my job.” 
 
    “I get it. You’re a soldier. Special ops. It’s what you’re good at. That’s my background too.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. It made sense to him. 
 
    “That’s how I dealt with Charlie and the Ape.” 
 
    “What was your outfit?” 
 
    “British Special Air Service.” I smiled. “They don’t encourage tattoos. We do a lot of plain clothes work. The tattoo is a bit of a giveaway.” 
 
    “SAS, huh? You don’t sound British. What are you doing here?” 
 
    I smiled at my glass. “Looking into the possibility of recruiting you. There is a market for your kind of skills. You don’t need to settle for a retainer. You get paid by the job, you can make a lot of money.” 
 
    “What job?” 
 
    I sighed. “At the moment all I need is information, for which I can pay you cash, right now.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. He wasn’t buying it, but he was fishing. That was good enough. “What information?” 
 
    “Suppose Fenninger had to leave town in a hurry tomorrow morning. Suppose he needed to go somewhere safe. Where would he go?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “Because you’re his minder. You take care of him. Don’t insult my intelligence. Why else would Ted Wallace be dead? Why else would you employ Charlie to take me out? You’re his babysitter.” 
 
    “If that were true, what makes you think I would betray him?” 
 
    I drained my glass, stood and went to the bar for two more whiskeys. I brought them back to the table and put one in front of him. I showed him the pack of Camels and he shook his head. I extracted one and lit up. As I breathed smoke through my nose I said, “Because men like you, and men like me, know that there is one thing in life, only one, that is more important than loyalty, and that is power. That’s why the most expensive commodity on Earth is violence. If you control the violence, you control everything.” I sighed. “So loyalty becomes a qualified virtue. You’re a smart man, and you know that it’s not enough just to be loyal. You have to be loyal to somebody who is loyal back, and somebody who controls the violence. Somebody powerful.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of theory. Got anything more concrete?” 
 
    “Yeah. The people who own Fenninger pay me. Fenninger is through. He’s going down. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow morning, maybe next week…” I shrugged. “Either way he’s finished. You can go down with him, or you can offer your sword to a better master. One who pays you better, per job, and has a more solid position.” I paused a moment, reading his face, then added, “I also have five grand in the trunk of my car. Give me the information I need, I’ll give you the five grand and introduce you to my employer.” 
 
    He stared for a long moment at the glass without touching it. Then he said, “You want me to set Fenninger up for you.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He picked up the glass and took a sip. “Personally, I don’t think he’s going anywhere tomorrow. I think he’ll follow his daily routine. But if he does run, he’ll go to his vineyard out near Topanga.” 
 
    “His vineyard?” 
 
    He smiled for the first time. “It’s not very original: Viña Topanga, Bodegas Fenninger. It’s good wine, though.” The smile faded. “Sometimes he meets with business associates from out of town. Fenninger is a very rich man. He’s a billionaire. He has connections in high places. He’s part of the ‘club’, you know what I mean? He meets privately with the president. He just came back from Camp David…” 
 
    “I know. He’s a big shot. So what?” 
 
    “So when he has meetings with people like that, people who need high level security, he meets them at the vineyard.” 
 
    “You take care of that security?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It depends. If it’s a high profile politician they will often have their own security. Sometimes it’s arranged by the Secret Service. In cases like that we collaborate. Other times we arrange it in house.” 
 
    “So if he went to the vineyard tomorrow and wanted to lay on security…” 
 
    “That would be me. I would arrange that.” 
 
    I stared into my whiskey, chewing my lip and wondering how easy this guy would be to buy. So far it all felt a little too easy, and I was damned sure you didn’t get to oversee Epsilon’s security by being disloyal or easy to bribe.  
 
    “But in your opinion,” I said half to myself, “He’ll be following his usual routine…” 
 
    I glanced at him, making it a question, and saw he was watching me. There was something dangerous in his eyes. He said, “How about you show me the color of your money before this conversation goes any further?”  
 
    I nodded. “Sure. Let’s go.” 
 
    You can get it right a million times, but to really fuck up, you only need to fuck up once. I should have been expecting it. Maybe I was tired, maybe I was over-confident, maybe it was just my time to make a mistake. Whatever the cause, I had expected him to be curious enough to come to the car and see if I had the money, and what else I had to say, but I misjudged him. I misjudged him badly. 
 
    He got up, led the way through the bar, making sure to stay ahead of me where I could see him, giving me a false sense of security. He opened the door and stepped out into the lamp-lit forecourt, went down the steps onto the concrete. There he stopped and turned to face me. He said, “Where’s your car?” 
 
    And then my head exploded with pain. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There are many places and many ways you don’t want to wake up. You don’t want to wake up with a hangover in a strange bed with your best friend’s wife lying next to you; or your wife’s best friend. You don’t want to wake up on your wedding morning on a train at the Mexican border, when your wedding is in Boston or Seattle. You don’t want to wake up in Jeffrey Dhamer’s kitchen with paper frills on your wrists and an apple in your mouth. But most of all, you don’t want to wake up in a very dark, confined space, with a really bad headache, nylon rope biting into your wrists and ankles, and the sound of an internal combustion engine in your ears. When you wake up like that, you know you have a big problem. You’re on a one-way trip to a six foot holiday. 
 
    That was exactly how I woke up after the Mercenary’s guy had smashed a steel girder into my head. I lay and groaned for a moment, trying to get a hold of my thoughts. They were not good thoughts. The consequences of my lapse of judgment, for want of a better word, were almost endless, and exclusively bad. Really bad. So bad that after a moment I decided there was no point in thinking about them at all. What I needed to do instead was think about how the hell I was going to cut my bonds and get out of the trunk. 
 
    I was pretty certain they had taken my Sig and my knife, and the ropes were biting tight enough that it would be impossible for me to pull my hands or my feet free. So unless I could find some kind of cutting edge in the trunk, I was not going to get free before they pulled me out. So anything I tried would have to wait till we arrived. 
 
    And that led me to the next question. Where were they taking me? Like I said before, L.A. is a massive grid. When you drive through L.A. you drive in straight lines with an occasional right angle to your right or left. But the motion of the car, as we moved along, was more of a gentle weaving motion, like long curves from right to left and back again, and the angle of the car, with the front slightly raised, suggested we were climbing up a steep incline. There wasn’t much doubt, we were going to the vineyard in Topanga: Bodegas Fenninger. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but it was obviously long enough to get out of the city, say fifteen or twenty minutes. I set my mental clock to counting seconds and minutes and began to explore the darkness for some kind of tool or weapon with which to cut my bonds. I didn’t find anything, but about twenty minutes later the corners became more frequent and we began to slow. 
 
    Finally we stopped. I told myself they either wanted to execute me where they could hide my body, or they wanted to interrogate me. If they wanted to execute me, it was beginning to look like the end of the line. I was pretty much out of options.  
 
    The trunk opened and I found myself looking up at an awful lot of stars strewn across a dark turquoise sky. In the foreground there was an inky silhouette who was  blocking about half of them out. It reached down with a massive hand, hauled me out and dumped me in the cool dust. Something told me this was the same guy who had put my lights out. I was expecting a kick, but it didn’t come. Instead the Mercenary squatted down next to me and grabbed my hair in his fist. 
 
    “You’re a piece of shit, SAS. Let me tell you something. Let me tell you what comes above loyalty. Nothing. They call me Mercenary, that suits my image down there, but I ain’t no fuckin’ mercenary, boy. There ain’t nothing for sale here. I made my pledge to the flag, and I am loyal to the stars and stripes. I don’t need to tell you what I think of an American who fights for another flag. Git up!” 
 
    The big guy who’d dragged me out of the trunk hauled me to my feet and his boss covered me with a revolver while the big guy cut the rope from my ankles. Then the Mercenary who wasn’t a mercenary came close and snarled in my face, “I am just praying you’re going to make a run for it. Just give me an excuse.” 
 
    I nodded. He’d answered one of my doubts. Somebody superior to him wanted me alive, for now at least. I said, “Maybe later.” 
 
    I had a quick look around. We were on what appeared to be some kind of ranch. A black stencil of trees formed the northern horizon. Before that there were fields that were cloaked in shadow, but I figured they were vineyards. Ahead of me, beyond the Mercenary, there was a sprawling, two story Spanish villa with sloping, red-tiled roofs. 
 
    He said, “Get going,” and shoved me toward the house. 
 
    I started to walk and asked over my shoulder, “What’s your rank? I don’t want to call you Mercenary if you’re not one.” 
 
    “Captain. What are we, old pals now?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “And I will kill you, if not tonight, soon. But I respect your loyalty.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    I added, “My mother is English.” 
 
    After a moment he said, “Don’t tell me your fucking life story, soldier. The only person who’s going to die here tonight is you.” 
 
    We had reached a low flight of four broad steps that led up through an arbor draped with Russian vine, to a veranda and a fake medieval oak door. As I climbed the steps a light came on and the Hulk went ahead of me to unlock the massive door with a small Yale key that looked ridiculous.  
 
    In the brighter light I got a better look at him. He was about six four, with a barrel chest and a bald head. He had fists like boulders and legs like tree trunks. I heard the captain’s voice behind me. “He’s fast and smart too. He has a third dan in shotokan, fifth dan in tae kwon do and a black belt in judo.” 
 
    “But what really drew you to him was his scintillating conversation, am I right?” 
 
    “Get inside.” 
 
    The Hulk stepped back and watched me go past. His eyes were almost black and devoid of any expression. I walked through the huge double oak doors and found myself in a large, internal patio with an elaborate fountain at the center, surrounded by orange trees and potted plants. The floor was tiled in terracotta and a wooden staircase rose on the right to a galleried landing on the second floor. I could see no lights in any of the windows, most of which were covered by green wooden blinds. Across from us, on the opposite side of the patio, two tall French doors stood open onto a darkened room. A hand shoved me from behind and the captain said, “Walk!” 
 
    I crossed among the potted plants. Somewhere in the night I could hear frogs sawing incessantly. The Hulk moved ahead of me and went through the French doors, in among the shadows. Then a light snapped on and I saw that the room was a long dining room. The walls were tiled halfway up in blue and white. Above that they were whitewashed and sported the heads of dead animals, hunting trophies from Man’s favorite activity: killing. Heavy wooden rafters supported the roof and a massive, circular iron chandelier hung from a chain above a rough-hewn wooden table with twelve chairs. 
 
    I turned to look at the Captain. “Now what, we eat?” 
 
    He didn’t pause. He stepped up to me and smashed me in the mouth with his fist. He was strong and threw me reeling back into the table, sending two chairs flying. I couldn’t support myself with my hands tied behind my back, and I slipped and fell, sprawling on the tiled floor. 
 
    I lay a moment, waiting again for the kicking to start, but again it didn’t. I looked up at him, tasted blood and swallowed it. “You want to try that again without my hands tied, Captain?” 
 
    “All in good time, soldier.” 
 
    I sat up, then levered myself to my feet. “I’m not a soldier, Captain. I was honorably discharged after ten years, with the rank of captain. I fought alongside the Seals in Afghanistan. Why the brutality?” 
 
    “This is an interrogation.” He turned to the hulk. “Tie him to a chair.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Why don’t you just ask what you want to know? I have no quarrel with you. We work for the same people.” 
 
    He squinted at me. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I heard the hulk drag up a chair behind me. His massive hands grabbed my shoulders and forced me down. Then he was tying my ankles to the legs of the chair. I was in trouble. I was in quicksand and sinking fast. I kept my cool and kept talking, making it up as I went along, building on the lies I’d been telling Ahmed and his partners. 
 
    “I’m happy to tell you whatever you need to know. You, me and Fenninger, we all work for the same organization. But your boss has upset some people in high places.” 
 
    He stared at me without speaking while the hulk tied my arms to the back of the chair. I went on. “I have no secrets from you. What do you want to know? As long as it’s not classified, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Whatever he was expecting, this wasn’t it. Maybe I had bought myself some time, if nothing else. He pulled up a chair and sat facing me, frowning. “What do you mean, my employer, your employer and Fenninger’s employer? Fenninger is my employer!” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I assumed you knew. Whatever Fenninger has told you, you are employed by the same people who employ me and the same people who employ him: Omega.” 
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    The name hung in the air. I wondered if he would recognize it. I glanced from him to the Hulk and back again. They just squinted at me, and the captain curled his lip. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Omega. They operate out of the Pentagon. They used Fenninger to set up IIC—Intelligent Imaging Consultants…” I hesitated. “You do know about Intelligent Imaging Consultants…?” 
 
    He nodded a few times, slowly. “Ernst and Young Plaza.” 
 
    I nodded back, then shrugged. “He fucked up. They were supposed to be creating propaganda to sway public opinion in favor of our military operations abroad. Instead the media is full of bleeding hearts shit about how Islam is a religion of peace and we should be giving citizenship to Mexican illegals and taking in more Muslim immigrants.” I shrugged. “He fucked up, but his project was making a small fortune laundering drugs money from Mexico and investing embezzled funds on the strength of insider information. Did you happen to notice the senior partner at the Board?” He shook his head. “One Ahmed Musa. So Omega—the Pentagon—entrusts Aaron Fenninger with the task of creating propaganda to support our boys fighting radical Islam, and he entrusts the task to a guy called Ahmed Musa. Sweet. Did you notice his second in command?” 
 
    Again he shook his head. I smiled. “Elena Sanchez, a Mexican. She was the Financial Director. So it’s no great surprise the company winds up laundering money for the Sinaloa cartel, right? When I went to see you I had just got through talking to all four of them. The whole operation was a front for these guys to get rich quick, including him. I’m telling you, he fucked up, big time.” I paused, then added, “And that carries a price.” 
 
    “So you’re a hired assassin. A Spook.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’m a cop. But I don’t work for any PD. I work for the flag you hold so dear. I work for the Omega Department, and when people step out of line, they dispatch me to put them straight. Sometimes that requires terminating somebody, but that only happens where there is treason involved.” 
 
    “You tell quite a story.” 
 
    I snorted. “If I could make this kind of stuff up I wouldn’t be putting my life on the line to bring a shit like Fenninger to justice. I’d be writing thrillers and making a fortune.” I stared at him. He wanted to believe me. He wanted to believe me for the same reason Ahmed and his partners had wanted to believe me, because it fit with his idea of how things ought to be. I said, “So he employed you how? Through a security firm?” 
 
    “I was assigned to him. Trojan Security. Pretty much everybody in Malibu uses them. He wanted something more… personal.” 
 
    I nodded. “A minder who could take care of business when necessary. We do the same job. You do it for Fenninger, I do it for Uncle Sam.” I sighed. “But, Captain, though I can’t fault your loyalty or your efficiency, you made a mistake. Your employer is not Fenninger, and it’s not Trojan Security. You are employed by the Pentagon, more specifically, the Omega Department, and they need Fenninger neutralized.” 
 
    He looked at the Hulk and they both stared into each other’s faces for a long moment, and they both looked troubled. Finally the captain looked back at me and said, “Can you prove any of this?” 
 
    I laughed. “Not tied to a dining chair, no. But is Fenninger on his way?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then it’s easy. When he gets here, ask him point blank. Does he work for Omega? Ask him if Omega ordered Intelligent Imaging Consultants terminated. Hell!” I laughed again. “Find a TV and turn on the news channel. It’s probably being reported right now.” 
 
    He glanced at the Hulk and nodded once. The Hulk left the room. I narrowed my eyes at the captain. “What exactly did he tell you about me?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    I went on. “He didn’t tell you anything. He just said that Ted Wallace and I were a threat to him and his family, am I right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I snorted a humorless laugh. “Ted Wallace was an ex-cop, a family man. I employed him to watch Fenninger. He was so straight he wouldn’t take the job until I had convinced him that what I was doing was not illegal. Ted Wallace was a good, decent American. And I am working for the American government. As are you, Captain. Fenninger ordered you to get rid of Ted Wallace and me, because he knew that the Omega Department was coming after him for treason, money laundering and giving succor to an enemy of the state.” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    He stood and walked to the door and stood staring out. I could just make out the murmur of a TV. I knew I was pressing the right buttons. I knew I was getting to him, I just didn’t know if I was going to have time to finish the job. Fenninger could not be very far away.  
 
    After a couple of minutes the Hulk came back into the dining room and stood staring at the captain. After a moment he nodded once and the captain turned to stare at me. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he said. 
 
    I laughed again. “Oh, sure, it’s the most common crime in the world, second only to street muggings. You dress up in a thousand dollar suit, pick a multi-million dollar business in a major city and go and kill the board of directors, remove its funds and make the whole thing look like an inexplicable suicide. Every disturbed teenage kid in the country is doing it.” 
 
    He was in an agony of indecision. He turned to the Hulk. “Is that what happened?” 
 
    The Hulk nodded and I added, “And those facts, Captain, were not known when I went to you in the Chupacabras. The only way I could have known that, is if I had done it.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you do that?” 
 
    “That is the right question, Captain. That is the point I am trying to make! Why would I do that? Now, do yourself a favor and answer that question in the only way it can be answered; the only way it makes any sense.” 
 
    He swallowed, hesitated. 
 
    I pressed on, “Do I look insane to you? No? That’s because I am not. The only reason I would do that to Intelligent Imaging Consultants is if I was employed to do it.” I sighed. I was running out of time. “Let me ask you a question, Captain. You were ordered to have me killed. Instead of killing me in the parking lot at the bar, you bundled me in the trunk, called Fenninger, and brought me here. Why did you do that instead of killing me?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to know what you were about, why you had such an elaborate story. I wanted Fenninger to see you and talk to you.” 
 
    “And you know exactly what Fenninger is going to do when he gets here. He is going to tell you to kill me. He’ll make up some crazy story and tell you to kill me.” 
 
    “Like the story you’re telling me isn’t crazy?” 
 
    “Come on, Captain! You’ve done black ops! You know how the top brass operate. You know how the Company operates. You know there are more departments in the Pentagon than the ones officially listed. How crazy is my story? Really?” 
 
    He advanced on me, getting angry. “Yeah? So what happened to all the bullshit about being a professional assassin who could make a packet if I stopped working on a retainer?” 
 
    I shouted at him like he was being deliberately stupid. “Omega is a secret department, Captain! Of course I lied to you! I needed your cooperation so I spun you a line!” I paused and we glared at each other, then I shouted at him again, not in despair, but like an officer shouting at a grunt. “But you are now in possession of the facts, Captain! And you had better think very carefully about what you do next! Because you are one step—one step, captain—from willfully committing treason!” 
 
    I might have had him right then, but in that very moment the sound of an engine came to us, the crunch of tires on gravel, the slamming of a car door like a gun shot in the night. And then there were feet climbing the stairs, heels walking across the terracotta patio, and a moment later Epsilon was standing in the doorway looking down at me. I held his eye a moment and seized the initiative. 
 
    “Hello, Epsilon. It seems as though you have really fucked up this time.” 
 
    He went pale, and both the captain and the Hulk saw him go pale. He swallowed hard and said, “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Beta told you he was going to talk to Pro Levy, remember? He did, and he talked to the families in New York. Nobody had sent anybody called Franklin to L.A. to talk to Ahmed Musa. It didn’t make any sense that this was one of Gibbons’s operations. It didn’t have his finger prints on it. So Beta got worried and talked to Alpha. And they both talked to me. And we looked at Intelligent Imaging Consultants’s accounts, Epsilon, and you know what we found? You do know what we found, don’t you, Epsilon?” 
 
    Fenninger had gone white, but in my peripheral vision I could see the captain. There was real rage in his face, because as far as he was concerned he was seeing the confirmation of everything that I had told him. Fenninger kept trying to speak, but every time he drew breath he just swallowed again. Finally he said, “That’s not possible. It’s just not possible.” 
 
    I snarled, “I asked you a question, Epsilon! Do you know what we found when we examined Intelligent Imaging Consultants’ accounts?” 
 
    “No! I don’t!” 
 
    “You’re lying!” I shouted and he jumped. “Is it or is it not true that it was you who advised Intelligent Imaging Consultants on their investments?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Then how can you not know what we found?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Do you seriously expect me to believe you did not know that Musa was using Omega money to support ISIS?” 
 
    “He was not! I swear he was not!” 
 
    I had him. He had stepped right into the trap and confirmed my story. I looked at the captain, then at the Hulk, like a prosecuting counsel who has just proved his case. Then I turned back at Fenninger. “Do you also deny that on your instructions Elena Sanchez was whitewashing Sinaloa money?” 
 
    He looked like he might burst into tears. “But we have always done that.” 
 
    “So it seems, but believe me, Epsilon, those days are over and Alpha is calling you to account.” 
 
    “Why? Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    “Because you fucked up, and you fucked up big time. We are going into Iran and Saudi in a matter of a few months and your research is nowhere near ready, and the R&D company you were supposed to be supervising is bankrupt! You are incompetent! God knows it’s hard enough without Gamma, but with your incompetence and stupidity hampering operations, before long you will have brought Omega One to the verge of ruin!” 
 
    His mouth was sagging open and his eyes were bulging. “Who are you?” 
 
    I had no idea how to answer him. I held all the cards in that moment. I had them all believing me, but I was still tied up and unarmed. As I had told the Captain only a little earlier, the most expensive commodity on Earth is violence, because violence is the source of all power. At the moment I had them because I had them believing that I controlled, through Omega, more violence than they did. But the true power was still firmly in their hands. What I did and said next would be crucial. If I got it right the captain would cut me free. If I got it wrong, they would torture me and kill me.  
 
    An image of the document Gamma had given me just before I killed him flashed into my mind. It had intrigued me at the time. There were five divisions of Omega, each with a geographical jurisdiction, and five members of the cabal overseeing it. But above them all there had been another division, with only three members, and its jurisdiction had been over cities and a couple of states: London, New York, D.C., California… It had been designated Omega Alpha. 
 
    I spoke on a sudden inspiration. “I am Ares, the right hand of Omega Alpha. Now, Captain, if you have seen enough, would you kindly untie me? At this point I think you’ll agree that any further delay would be unjustified.” 
 
    The Captain pulled my Fairbairn & Sykes from his belt and stepped toward me. I noticed that the Hulk had Fenninger covered with his revolver. Fenninger was staring at me with narrowed eyes. His mind was racing. The captain knelt and cut through the ropes that held my ankles, then stood and walked behind me. Fenninger suddenly snapped, “Wait!” 
 
    The captain paused and looked at him. I said, “Cut me loose, Captain. This farce has gone on long enough.” 
 
    Fenninger had started to smile. “You’re not Omega. There is no Ares…” 
 
    I exploded in anger. It wasn’t hard to simulate. I needed my hands free and Captain America seemed to be sleep walking. “Do you know that for a fact, Epsilon? Are you privy to Omega Alpha? Do you know anything about how we operate?” He hesitated. I snapped, “For crying out loud, Captain! Cut me loose!” 
 
    I felt the knife cut through the bonds on my wrists. That left only the rope around my arms holding me to the chair. But Fenninger was shaking his head. “No, no, no, no…” He pointed at me. “I know who you are…” His eyes went wide. His jaw went slack. I felt the captain go very still behind me. The Hulk’s eyes wavered from Fenninger to the captain and back again.  
 
    I sneered, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I have to contact Beta. And Alpha. They won’t believe it. You son of a bitch. We thought there was a truce. You’re that guy, Gamma’s son, Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    The captain was like a man watching a ping pong match at high speed. He spluttered, “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    I barked at him, “Wake up, Captain! He’s stalling! Can’t you see he has confirmed everything I said?” 
 
    Fenninger turned and pointed at him. “Listen to me! You have no idea what’s going on here, Bob. You are out of your depth. This man is not who he says he is. He is an imposter! I am not going to tell you anything about Omega because we are sworn to secrecy. But I can tell you that if he were who he says he is, he would never in a million years have revealed what he has revealed in front of you! He has murdered the partners at Intelligent Imaging Consultants because he is on a private crusade to destroy us. He will stop at nothing—nothing! to achieve his ends, and believe me, he will not think twice about cutting your throat.” 
 
    We were at an impasse, but I was tied up and Fenninger was free to move about and make a phone call. If he called Beta or Alpha I was screwed. I nodded several times, slowly, then looked at the Captain. 
 
    “He’s right. I would, and will, kill you…” I glanced at the Hulk. “Both of you, without hesitation, if you stand in my way. This man has been sentenced to death by our mutual employer.” I turned to Fenninger and spoke quietly. “You are right, Alpha and Walker reached a truce, an understanding. I am not Lacklan Walker. But by all means, go and call Alpha, or Beta, let them know what has happened, and that you have me tied to a chair, threatening to kill me. Please, you’ll be doing me a favor.” 
 
    That threw him. He was disconcerted. He muttered, “There is no signal up here…” 
 
    I said, “You have a landline.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment longer. I made a question with my face and showed it to the captain. “What’s it going to take, Bob? Get off the fence and back the right horse.” 
 
    Fenninger snarled at me, pointed at me with a trembling finger. “Fuck you!” 
 
    With that he turned and marched out of the room. I raised an eyebrow at Captain Bob. “You’re going to let him go?” 
 
    I struggled to my feet with difficulty, leaning forward with the chair legs projecting out behind me. They watched me, frowning, as I stretched my arms down my side and backed toward the wall. As I rammed the legs against the tiles, stretching my arms down and out, loosening the ropes around my shoulders, I spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Serious brownie points go to the man who cuts these ropes, guys. We are running out of time and you are running out of credit!” 
 
    I rammed the chair legs again and heard something creak. The ropes were beginning to ride up onto my shoulders. The Hulk took a step toward me. Captain Bob said, “No, wait…” 
 
    I shouted, “What for? Goddammit!” I rammed again. “Do you realize…” I rammed again, heard a leg crack, “…how much trouble…” Another ram and a coil of rope came loose over my shoulder. They stared, transfixed. “…you are going to be in…” Another ram, the rope started to come loose and the Hulk was there, pulling it over my head, allowing the chair to drop, broken to the floor. 
 
    I said, “Thanks,” glanced at Captain Bob and said to the Hulk, “I need my Sig and my knife.” 
 
    He turned and looked at the captain. The captain stared back at both of us, paralyzed by indecision. 
 
    I said, “Chose your battles, Captain, and only choose the battles you can win. This is your last chance. Get off the fence and join the right side.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, reached behind his back and pulled out my Sig. He stepped forward and handed it to me. I cocked it and slipped it in its holster. I held out my hand, “And my knife, please.” 
 
    He handed that to me too and I put it in my waistband. I had put everything into getting this far, but I had given no thought to what I would do once I got here. These two were reluctant allies for now, but how long would they stay on my side? Fenninger was probably on the phone to Alpha or Beta right then, and they would mobilize against me within twenty minutes or half an hour. To cap it all, I had not wanted Omega to be aware that I had broken the truce I’d agreed with Ben. If there was any chance that I could still stop Fenninger from calling, I needed to seize it right then. 
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    I had no time to think it through. I snapped, “Where is he phoning from?” 
 
    The captain grunted, jerked his head toward the door and walked ahead. I followed and the Hulk followed me. We crossed the patio back toward the main entrance. To the left there was a staircase up to the galleried landing, and over on the right there was an archway that led down two steps into a spacious, modern drawing room with a copper fireplace in the center and sliding glass doors that I guessed led out to gardens or a pool, but now showed only black glass. 
 
    Captain Bob stopped on the threshold. Fenninger was sitting perched on a large, overstuffed calico armchair. He had a phone in his hand and was staring at it. I pushed past the captain, went down the steps and crossed to stand in front of Fenninger. He didn’t look up. He just kept staring at the telephone. 
 
    “Did you call?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    I said, “Make the call.” 
 
    Now he looked up at me. He looked sick with worry and fear. He obviously didn’t play poker. I pushed the bluff. “Make the damned call!” 
 
    I snatched the phone from his hand, gripped it in my left and found the call register with my thumb. He hadn’t called anybody. I threw the phone on the sofa and pulled the Sig from my holster. Fenninger’s eyes bulged. I shot the Hulk in the heart and then took aim at Captain Bob.  
 
    Captain Bob was a Seal. He was fast, strong and aggressive. He sprang down the steps and my shot missed him by an inch. Next thing, he had collided with me and sent me staggering back, half-winded. I tried to take aim, but he wasn’t wasting any time. He was hunched into his shoulders like a boxer and delivered two powerful right crosses to my face. I dodged them, but then took two hooks to my ribs, which hurt. His fifth punch was a thundering right straight to my head, which broke though my guard and sent me tumbling over the sofa and onto the floor. 
 
    He came after me, vaulting over the couch. I was aware of Fenninger scrambling for the door. I rolled to my right, came up on one knee three feet from Bob and slammed my right fist in an uppercut to his balls. 
 
    He went down wheezing, “Jesus…!”  
 
    I didn’t have time to go in for the kill. I sprinted after Fenninger. I could not let him get away. I had clawed my way back from the brink of catastrophe. Now Fenninger had to die. 
 
    I staggered. My legs were like sandbags, my head was splitting with pain and waves of nausea kept washing over me. I knew I was concussed, but for now I had to ignore it.  
 
    Fenninger was through the arch and wrenching at the big, oak doors. I stumbled up the stairs as he pulled the doors open and ran into the night. I went after him. I still had the Sig in my hand. I could make out Fenninger’s form bobbing and weaving along the driveway toward his Jaguar. I took aim in the half light cast by the porch lamps. The Sig spat twice and I heard the whine of the ricochet. He cried out, but it wasn’t pain, it was panic. Then he dodged right, away from his car and sprinted for the vineyards. 
 
    I holstered the Sig and ran after him. On my right there was a log fence at the side of the house. In it there was a gate that stood open. In the distance I could see the black mass of the woodland I had noticed earlier, but now I could also make out broad vineyards that lay before it. I paused. A wave of nausea swept over me and made me double up and vomit. The concussion was only going to get worse, but there was nothing I could do about it. I could not let Fenninger escape, and I could not let him contact Omega. 
 
    I slowed my breathing, hunkered down and remained motionless. The moon had not risen yet and at fifteen yards the shadows were almost impenetrable, but some things caught the starlight and showed faintly luminous in the middle distance: the wooden struts that supported the vines, the turned earth of the fields where it was visible between the rows of bushes, the blond wood of a tool shed, less than a hundred yards distant. There was no movement. The only sound was the sawing of the frogs on the night air. 
 
    He had to be in among the vines. If he had continued running I would have heard him. I ran the thirty feet to the field and began to move up the side, aisle by aisle, listening. His pulse would be off the chart, his breathing would be ragged; if I didn’t see him, if he was lying in the shadows of the vines, I’d hear him. 
 
    I heard him. I heard a rustle, twenty yards to my right. I looked and saw a shape break loose from the bushes and bolt toward the tool shed. His pale jacket was a clear target, but he was running like a hare, scrambling left and right. I aimed, trying to anticipate his movements, fired twice. He screamed, but again it was panic, not pain. I went after him. 
 
    I was stronger and faster, but I was also sick and in pain, and he was running for his life. As he drew level with the tool shed he dodged suddenly to his left and scrabbled at the door. I assumed, wrongly, that it would be locked. I took my stance, took aim and fired just as he stumbled back and wrenched the door open. The bullet punched a hole through the wood and he vanished inside the shed. It was good enough for me. The chase was over and Fenninger was as good as dead. 
 
    I loped the last few strides to the open door of the hut. I stepped to the far side and flattened myself against the wall. I could hear his breathing, ragged and shaking inside. I told myself, “On three…” and counted down in my head, “One… two…” 
 
    He exploded, screaming through the door. He had a hoe in his hands and swung it like a madman. There is nothing more dangerous than a panicking hysteric with no skill. He swung the hoe in a wide arc and smashed it into the side of my head. The pain wasn’t unbearable, but it was enough to daze me, and the next instant he was kicking me and battering me with the stick, screaming and spitting as he did it. I tried to take aim but the hoe crashed into my head again and for the second time that night I tasted my own blood.  
 
    There is a simple equation when you are facing that kind of onslaught. If you charge you might die. If you don’t, you will die. Plus I was getting real mad. I roared and charged. I took a good few blows to my ribs and head, but I was too mad to notice. I rammed my head into his gut and we went sprawling. It wasn’t exactly Jeet Kune Do, but it stopped the rain of blows.  
 
    As we went down I realized I’d dropped the Sig. I clambered to a sitting position on his chest and tried to hold down his left arm, to get a clear punch to his head. He clawed a handful of dirt with his right and threw it in my face. It got in my eyes and the pain was intense. I tried to ignore it and hammered at his head with my right fist, but his arms were everywhere. Next thing he was screaming, thrashing like a hooked shark. I fell to the side, groping for my weapon, and Fenninger was running, back toward his Jag. 
 
    I found my automatic. I staggered to my feet and made after him, swearing violently and blinking hard, trying to make tears to clear the grit from my eyes. As I ran I cursed myself for my mistakes that night. It only takes one small error, one careless slip, and death can come at you in less than a second.  
 
    Ahead of me I saw Fenninger skid to a halt to negotiate the log fence. I knew if I shot and missed I’d just drive him to greater speed, and I didn’t trust my eyes, which were still blurred and in pain. Instead I put on a burst of speed, sprinted and hurled myself at his legs. He went down with a painful grunt. I pounded him twice in the kidneys and he gasped. Then I was on him again, and this time I wasn’t going to let him go.  
 
    He rolled on his back. His eyes were wide with terror and he was gasping for air through his mouth. I pulled the Sig and he covered his face with his hands, palm out, like they could stop a bullet. I fought not to feel pity for the son of a bitch and thought of Abi and the kids, and the thousands of children whose death by starvation and thirst he was going to exploit to make himself even richer. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” His voice was a high-pitched squeak. It would have been comical if it hadn’t been so pathetic. “I don’t even know you!” 
 
    “Is that all it takes?” I spat the words at him. “Is that all it takes, you son of a bitch? If you don’t know them, you don’t care? Is that why you can sentence a hundred thousand children to die of hunger and thirst and dehydration in the desert? Because you don’t know them?” 
 
    He still had his hands in front of his face. His voice was small. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I grabbed the scruff of his neck in my left hand and rammed the muzzle of the Sig against his heart. “What am I talking about? What am I talking about? I am talking about the drought you are going to exploit to seize control of Saudi and Iran, to trigger war in the Middle East so that your investments in armaments, munitions and Texas oil will skyrocket! I am talking about the ruthless slaughter of hundreds of thousands of people on the altar of Omega’s madness!” 
 
    He was staring at me like I was crazy. “But we have to! Don’t you understand? We have no choice! Your father was Gamma, didn’t he explain it to you? For God’s sake, don’t shoot me for that!” 
 
    My finger was tightening on the trigger. The captain’s voice froze me dead.  
 
    “Stand up. Pull the trigger and I will blow your head off.” 
 
    I turned and fired. As I did, Fenninger bucked and thrashed. My shot went wide and as it did the captain fired. Fenninger scrambled from under me and I felt the heat of the slug burn the air by my head as I fell. I pulled off two more rounds but Fenninger and the captain were already running toward the cars.  
 
    I scrabbled to my feet and ran after them. I vaulted the log fence. Dropped to one knee, took half a second to aim and pulled off two double taps, but they were already wrenching open the door and clambering into the Jag. I heard the whine of a ricochet as one of the slugs hit the chassis. Then they were reversing at speed. The car spun. I let off six more shots without aiming and the car did naught to sixty in four seconds, burning rubber down the drive toward the road.  
 
    I stood, looking at the empty darkness where the Jag had been seconds before. I was panting and every part of my body hurt more than every other part of my body. A thin moon leered at me over the treetops in the east. It was a disaster: a total, unmitigated disaster, and the consequences were unfathomable.  
 
    I saw Captain Bob’s truck reflecting the thin moonlight, and the stronger light from the porch. Even if I took the truck and went after them, I would never make it in time. I had to accept I had lost the battle. Omega would know that I was after them. But the war was not over yet. 
 
    Beyond the truck I saw the black, gaping maw of the oak doors under the purple shrouds of the Russian vine, and through the pain and the nausea an idea began to dawn. It might work. But this time I had to make it happen, without mistakes, without fuck ups. This time it had to be perfectly executed.  
 
    It came like a strange, negative echo from my thoughts. It came from over by the trees. A voice. It said, “Boy, you really fucked up, huh?” 
 
    I moved instinctively, pulling my weapon, training it with both hands on the shadows. The voice laughed and the shadows shifted. “You didn’t kill the bad guy, so now you gonna kill the good guy who wants to help you. You’re piling fuck up on fuck up. Take a break, Mr. Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    He stepped into the pale moonlight, all stooping six feet six of him, with his woolen coat and his woolen hat. He pulled a pack of Marlboros from his pocket, opened it and held it out to me. “Smoke?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He pulled one and lit it with a disposable lighter. “I thought maybe I was going to have to help out. I was disappointed. But I am guessing today you were not giving your best.” 
 
    “You followed me.” 
 
    He made a face like he thought I could do a lot better. “That is pretty obvious, yuh?” He pointed at the Sig. “You don’t need this. The bad guys have gone. You let them get away.” 
 
    I sighed, then holstered my weapon. “What the hell are you doing here, Njal? I gave you my answer.” 
 
    He spread his hands and shrugged, smoke trailing from his nose, and he started a slow walk toward me across the parking lot. “I been told to stay with you, make sure you OK.” 
 
    “Told by whom?” 
 
    He leered and chuckled. “Now you wanna know? Before you didn’t wanna know, now you wanna know.” 
 
    I repeated, “Told by whom?” 
 
    He pointed back toward the shadows with two fingers and a smoking cigarette stuck between them. “Come, I introduce you.” 
 
    “Don’t introduce me, just tell me.” 
 
    He spread his hands again and shrugged. “What can I tell you? He’s a guy. He’s just a guy with crazy, brilliant ideas. He has a different way of seeing things. His mind is…” He made a gesture in front of his eyes with his fingers, like a small explosion. “His mind is like ‘pow!’ so clear!” He shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything. You have to meet him. He is a brilliant mid, and he wants to meet you. I have to stay with you until you agree.” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t need this, Njal.” 
 
    He did his elaborate nodding thing. “Yuh,” he said simply. “A lot of things we don’t need, but we got them anyhow.” He jerked his head toward the house. “Like the mess you got in there. What you gonna do about that? You godda clean that up.” 
 
    “Njal, you have to leave.” 
 
    He shrugged and made a noise like a nanny goat, “Yaaaah, but no.” He shook his head. “It’s not going to happen. I am here.” He gestured at the house. “We can do this together.” 
 
    I turned and walked toward the house.  
 
    We spent the next hour with a bottle of bleach and a cloth removing any forensic trace of my presence. While Njal worked through the house, I went out and found the hoes. I cleaned off my blood, put it back in the tool shed and closed the door.  
 
    We wiped all the door handles, the chair I had broken, the tiled wall and the floors in the dining room and the living room. By the time we had finished I was pretty sure that the only traces of anybody having been there were from Fenninger, Captain Bob and the Hulk, whose body still lay by the arch, staring in astonishment at the ceiling.  
 
    I found the slug a couple of feet behind him in a small pool of gore. I picked it up and put it in my pocket while Njal dug the other one out of the wall. After that I took the Hulk’s weapon and shot him in the heart again, through the original wound, and put another slug in the wall, where the 9 mm from my Sig had been. Finally I wiped my prints and squeezed the Hulk’s hand onto the gun. Njal watched me do all this, nodding slow nods of approval, and saying, “Yuh…yuh…”  
 
    I dropped the automatic on the floor and stared at Njal.  
 
    “Now, you go your way and I go mine.” 
 
    He heaved a big sigh. “You should come and meet him. It…” He looked away and gave his head a small shake. “It is like, sometimes, you find something in life that is bigger than you are.” He looked back at me. “This is bigger than you are, Lacklan Walker. You need to meet him, and talk to him. Let’s go. I will take you, then I will take you back to your car.” He shrugged. “You meet him, you talk, you don’t want to be involved. No problem! But fuck, you know? Meet him. Is not such a big deal.” 
 
    I stood a moment, staring, then I pointed at him. “If I do that, you will then leave me alone and stay out of my business.” 
 
    He looked bored and raised both hands. “Yuh, yuh, yuh! Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
   


 
  

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    His Ford rental car was parked a couple of hundred yards up the drive, concealed in the trees. He turned it around and began a leisurely drive back to L.A., with the windows open and a cigarette hanging permanently from the corner of his mouth. I sat back and let the cool night air batter my face. I was desperate for rest, and kept telling myself there was no way I could stop what Fenninger was going to do next. All I could do was ride it and play it. To hope that the FMW could help me in some way was to buy into a fool’s paradise. It was worse than that. I’d be exchanging one noose, one set of chains, for another. 
 
    Whatever happened that night, Fenninger would die within the next twenty-four hours, and somehow I would have to deal with Njal and his pals. I turned to look at him. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    He didn’t look at me. He just kept his eyes on the road ahead. “He told me.” 
 
    “Who told you?” 
 
    “You gonna meet him.” 
 
    It was a long drive. We turned left at the bottom of Topanga Canyon Boulevard and headed into L.A. At Santa Monica, instead of turning into the city, he hugged the coast and made his way down to Torrance Beach. There he turned onto Paseo de la Playa and drove to the top of the cliffs, to the edge of the Palos Verdes Estate. There he pulled into a short driveway outside a large, two storey house with a large garden out front, planted with giant rubber plants and jacaranda trees that completely hid the façade of the building. 
 
    We climbed out and I followed him up some winding steps through the garden to the front door. He had a key and he let me in. He closed the door behind me and switched on the light. We were in a broad hallway with stairs on the left leading to the upper floor. On the right the hall became a dogleg passage leading to the back of the house, where I figured the kitchen was. On the right a door stood open. Njal gestured that I should go through. It led not so much into a room as a large space, or a collection of spaces. Two steps led down into a broad area with polished wooden floors. A large, open fireplace stood cold. Its mantelpiece was a huge chunk of seasoned driftwood. Comfortable sofas and armchairs were scattered, apparently at random, around the fire. The walls were lined with books. There must have been several thousand of them, from floor to ceiling, on every conceivable topic. 
 
    To the left there was an area that was obviously for dining. The table was a solid piece of granite, polished on top to a high gloss, but raw underneath and set on a huge, gnarled tree stump. It had six chairs set around it, and each one was different in some way. Each one was, in its own right, a work of art. 
 
    Beyond the table a set of sliding glass doors stood open and the ocean breeze was moving the amber drapes that hung beside the doors. Njal pointed. 
 
    “He’s out there, waiting. You want a drink?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I could use a whiskey.” 
 
    He shrugged like I’d made a poor choice. “I will have a beer. Go. I come.” 
 
    I stepped out onto the terrace. It was large, maybe forty feet across, fifteen feet deep, with a panoramic view of the Pacific. The moon was suspended a few inches above and cast a treacherous, misleading path of light toward the sand below.  
 
    There was a large wooden table set near the parapet and a man sitting at the table, looking out at the view. He turned to look at me as I stepped out. He was in his sixties, though he had the physique and manner of a man twenty years younger. He was big, but not fat. He looked strong, but not just physically strong. You had a strange sense when you looked at him that you could somehow see the strength of his mind reflected in his face, his expression and the way he held his body. His hair was long, platinum blond, and he had a long, straggling beard that hung down over his chest. But the most remarkable thing about him was his eyes, which were set above high cheekbones, and were long and startlingly blue. 
 
    His voice, when he spoke, was deep and sounded scarred. “You are Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    I nodded. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Jim. My name is Jim Redbeard.” He pointed at a chair like he was firing a gun. “Take a seat.” 
 
    I walked to the table and sat. “Redbeard?” 
 
    “I was born Smith, but I liked Redbeard better. So I changed it.” 
 
    I looked at his beard. Unlike his hair, it was a coppery red. “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “I want your help.” 
 
    “What with?” 
 
    “You have some kind of vendetta against Aaron Fenninger and his gang.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “We were watching him. We saw you stake him out…” He paused. “Very unprofessionally, I have to say. We were curious, so we started watching you, too. We saw that you took an interest in IIC. We became very curious because it seemed you were interested in all the same people that we were. So I had my guys look into you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We got your license plate before you switched it.” 
 
    Njal came out with two tankards of beer and a generous glass of whiskey. Jim thanked him. Njal sat and they both raised their glasses to me. I sighed, raised my glass and put it down again.  
 
    “I’m not easy to follow. I didn’t notice you. You must have resources.” 
 
    Jim chuckled and wiped his beard with the back of his wrist. “Yeah, we have resources. We are not amateurs, Lacklan. We are well funded and good at what we do.” 
 
    Njal snorted. “I think you have seen that tonight.” 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    “Ah…” He smiled at me. “Now that is the billion dollar question. And it is not all that easy to answer. I…” He paused and tapped a large index finger on his chest. “I am a university professor. I am largely retired these days, but I make a hell of a lot of money, more than you might imagine possible, from a whole range of self-help books and DVDs which I created under a pseudonym. That, and a few other immoral rackets I have going.” 
 
    “Immoral?” 
 
    “I use the world ironically. I am a professor of psychology. I trained as a psychiatrist, I trained as a clinical psychoanalyst and I have a PhD from Stanford in philosophy. I let go of the idea of moral and immoral a very long time ago. Instead, and this is important, Lacklan, I think that each of us is responsible for the things we do, and the consequences of the things we do. That is not an abstract philosophical concept. That is a hard fact.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Jim, that is very interesting, but I have a lot to do and I just haven’t got the time to sit here and discuss philosophy with you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Is that what you think we’re doing?” He shook his head. “No. I have about as much use for philosophy as I have for virtual sex or a whore with a condom. You see my point? It’s always going to lead to a fruitless exercise.” He frowned at his beer a moment and said, “I don’t want to waste your time, Lacklan. I have a personal agenda, and I know you have a personal agenda. I think we can help each other, and for that reason I want you to understand what my agenda is. Let me come at this from another angle.” 
 
    I was becoming interested in spite of my weariness. So I sipped my whiskey and sat back. “Sure, go ahead.”  
 
    I pulled out my cigarettes and poked one in my mouth. As he started to talk he reached out, overhand, for me to give him the pack with my lighter. I lit up and handed them over.  
 
    “I began to ask myself, many, many years ago…” He pulled out a cigarette, tapped it on the lighter and lit up. He inhaled deeply as he handed back the pack and the lighter, then released the smoke as he spoke. “Who says?” He sat back and spread his hands. “It’s not an idle question. It’s a very precise, focused question, and it’s important. Who says? Let me explain.” He took another drag. “We live in a world that is full of rules. The first two, you mustn’t kill and you mustn’t steal. OK, so we don’t question these much because we are mostly pretty happy to live in a world where it is frowned upon to kill people and steal their stuff. So we don’t question it. But still, who says?” 
 
    I sipped and listened, wondering where this was going. He tapped ash and frowned at his cigarette like he was wondering where the ash came from. 
 
    “You ask a Jew, or a Muslim, or a Christian, they’re going to tell you, ‘God says.’” He sighed and shook his head. “Well, that’s not really true. I mean, find me one person who ever heard God say ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ You know? I knew a guy who knew a guy who knew a guy who knew a guy called Moses, who said…” He took a pull on his beer and licked his lips. “Still, we can at least say, the Church says, the Bible says, the Torah… You take my point. But Western society is secular. So, outside of the limited jurisdiction of the church, who says?” He stared at me a moment, like he was expecting an answer. He didn’t get one so he went on talking. 
 
    “OK, maybe we don’t feel like questioning who says killing is bad, who says stealing is bad. Maybe we all say that. But what about the million and one other rules and laws? Who says smoking is bad? Who says it is bad to offend social minorities? Who says it’s good to recycle glass? Who says single sex families are good or bad? Who says we should respect diversity of opinion?” He raised a hand like I was going to interrupt him. “I am not arguing for or against any of these precepts, Lacklan. I am asking, literally, who says? Where is this shit coming from?” 
 
    “You’re making a point, but I’m not getting it.” 
 
    “Go into any social setting, a bar, a restaurant, a group of friends and challenge any of those politically correct moral precepts that bind modern society. It doesn’t matter whether you have a good argument or not, you will be met with horror and opprobrium. These moral foundations to our society are deep rooted in each person, and there are more of them every year—the Strong Woman is the latest of them. All women must aspire to be Strong Women and men must view all women as Strong Women. Where are they coming from? I don’t care if they are right or wrong, I want to know where they are coming from. There are a billion people spread over the EU and the U.S.A., they all share exactly the same social, moral precepts, they adopt them almost simultaneously, and I am asking, where do they come from. Who says?” 
 
    Silence fell over the table. The breeze had turned chill and below, at the foot of the cliffs, I could hear the surf sighing on the sand. I wanted to tell him, Omega does, but something held me back. I guess I wanted to hear more of what he had to say. He picked up his glass and took a long pull. As he set it down again he said, “It is bad enough to have your freedom taken away. It is bad enough to be a slave to somebody else’s rules. But at least if that happens you can be defiant, even if it is only in your own mind.” He narrowed his eyes and wagged his fingers at me, sending small trails of smoke across the table. “But when the rules have been put inside your own mind by somebody else…” He shook his head. “Man, that? That is the ultimate crime against humanity, because that is a crime against the very essence of humanity: our minds.” He sat forward, laid his big arms on the table and stared at me. “I mean, what are we, Lacklan? What are we, as human beings, if not free thinkers? Take away the freedom of our minds and what have we got left?” 
 
    My cigarette hand burned down and I felt the heat on my fingers suddenly. I pulled over a glass ashtray and crushed it out. As I did so I said, “I had never put it in those terms before, but I have to tell you that you’re preaching to the choir. I don’t disagree with anything that you have said.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. That’s why you are here. But I want you to know what I am about. Society calls me a terrorist. They are wrong. I have no desire to spread terror or achieve my ends through terror. What I am, Lacklan, like you, is a destroyer.” 
 
    “What do you know about me?” 
 
    “Enough. I know you were ten years with the best special ops regiment in the world. I know you made captain. That’s no mean feat. And I know what you did to Fenninger’s Intelligent Imaging Consultants. I know you are a very dangerous, destructive man. And I am pretty sure we share a deep hatred of those powers that want to control our minds.” 
 
    “Do you know who your enemy is?” 
 
    He shook his head, then shrugged. “In general terms. Those men and women who met famously at the Bilderberg Hotel. They meet each year in a different place and discuss how to manipulate our world, what wars to start, which nations to crush under their heels. It doesn’t matter what name they have. They are the forces of law and order gone mad. They are the enemies of individual freedom, and I detest them. What I do know, Lacklan, is that they use the media, computers, cinema, but especially television, to shape our neural networks and take control of our minds. My intention is to fight them to the death, and in that fight, to challenge people to wake up and see that they do not have to obey. That nobody, nobody has the right to tell you what you can and can’t do.” He leaned forward again and his long, blue eyes looked momentarily diabolical. “The only right they have is the right they take by force. They give themselves the right to inflict violence, and that makes them lawmakers.” 
 
    I sat smoking, sipping my whiskey and watching the moon rise over the vast darkness of the Pacific ocean. After a time I said, “Jim, I sympathize with a lot of what you say. But I don’t know how I can help you, and I am pretty sure you can’t help me. My mission is personal. It may help your cause, but I can’t have anybody else involved.” 
 
    He sighed. “I understand.” 
 
    I hesitated. “What you want, for individuals to be free in their minds, responsible for their own actions…” I shook my head. “It’s Utopia. It’s a long, lonely road to get there.” 
 
    “I know it. That’s what makes it worth walking.” 
 
    I smiled. “Contact Professor Gibbons, at Oxford University, and his assistant, Marni Gilbert. Tell them I put you in touch. Ask them to tell you about Omega.” 
 
    He frowned. “Omega?” 
 
    I nodded. “Now, I need to get some sleep. I have a busy day ahead.” 
 
    He threw me a card. “If you need any help, call.” 
 
    I looked at the card for a long time. It was tempting. In the end I put it in my pocket and held out my hand. He took it and fixed me with his strange eyes. “It was not the Greeks, you know,” he said. “Or the Romans. They didn’t bring us civilization. They were all about authority, despotism and monotheism. It was the Norsemen, they were the ones who brought the seeds of freedom to mankind, in their longships, with their axes and their swords. They were free men.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment if he was drunk. 
 
    He smiled and let my hand go. “Take care, Lacklan, and remember, when the time comes to die, die well.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, you too.” 
 
    “I will, believe me.” 
 
    Njal had remained silent throughout the discussion, sipping his beer and watching the ocean. Now he got to his feet and said, “Yuh, OK, I drive you to the Chupacabras now.” 
 
    I followed him out to the car. We climbed in  and slammed the doors. I noticed he didn’t put his seat belt on. He reversed fast out onto the road, peering over his shoulder with his cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, then we set off down the hill, toward Slauson Avenue. 
 
    “So,” he said after a moment. “I will be watching you. You don’t want me to, but…” He shrugged. “There is nothing you can do about it. If you get in trouble, I will help, yuh? Otherwise, you won’t know I am there.” 
 
    I was too tired to argue. I closed my eyes. “Best you don’t, Njal. Seriously. These are very bad people.” 
 
    “Yuh,” he said matter-of-factly. “Me too.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer. 
 
   


 
  

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I stood on the sidewalk and watched Njal’s red taillights disappear into the pre-dawn, headed back toward Palos Verdes. I climbed into the Zombie, pressed the ignition and slipped silently off toward Watts and El Toro. In the east the sky was turning gray and by the time I got to the guesthouse it was past four AM. I left my car down by the church and walked the short distance with the echoes of my footsteps following me through the empty streets. Inside, Maria was behind the reception desk with a ledger in front of her. She looked up at me and after a moment she frowned. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Life.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. “Are you hurt? You need anything?” 
 
    “A large coffee, a shower and a sleep.” 
 
    She did a weird, slow blink and the twitch became a smile on the left side of her face. “I can help with two of those.” She stood. “Go to your room, I will clean up your cuts.” 
 
    I knew this was more trouble, but I was too tired to fight it. I crossed the small patio to my room, pulled off my jacket and my holster and poured myself a large whiskey. I took a large slug, sighed as the amber warmth eased through my body, and sat on the edge of the bed. I’d left the door open, and a moment later Maria came in, holding a basin of steaming water and a first aid box. I watched her a moment. 
 
    “You don’t need to do this.” 
 
    She glanced at me, but then seemed to ignore me. She had a soft cloth and now she dipped it in the water and started gently wiping my face. Then she said, “And if I don’t, who will?” 
 
    I was surprised. I grinned and gave a small laugh. “What are you, my mother?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked over my face as she wiped away the caked blood. She smiled again. This time it was softer, warmer. “I hope not.”  
 
    I winced as she cleaned the dirt from the gash where Fenninger had hit me with the hoe. She shook her head and sighed. “You got bruises everywhere. And cuts and scratches. I’m not gonna ask what you been doing, but if you’re still on your feet, the other guy must be in hospital. Take your shirt off.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “My shirt?” 
 
    “You want those cuts to get infected?” 
 
    I stood, peeled off my shirt, and she came close, looking me over. I was a mess. She held my eyes with hers for a moment, then said, “You godda get in the shower. You godda clean these cuts. Then I can put cream on them.” 
 
    I thought of Abi back in Boston and took another slug of whiskey. I went into the en suite, stripped and stepped into the shower. It hurt, but after the pain had passed it was a relief and all the aches began to ease away. Five minutes later I stepped out of the cubicle and she was standing there, leaning on the doorjamb holding a towel. She wasn’t smiling anymore. She handed me the towel and I dried myself with care. I had more cuts and bruises than I had realized and some of them were still bleeding.  
 
    I looked for my pants and my shirt, but she’d removed them. “I’m going to wash them. Now, lie on the bed.” She jerked her head toward the bedroom. She’d turned the lights out and had some candles burning. “I’m gonna take care of you.” 
 
    I’m not proud of what happened next, but there is only so much heroism you can expect from a guy in one night. If she’d come at me with an axe I could have fought back, but aromatic oils and candlelight were too much for me. I was weak. 
 
    I slept like the dead for five long hours and woke up feeling a lot better. I was alone in the bed, which was a relief, and I got up, showered again and dressed. When I got out to eception I was surprised to see Maria was still at the desk. She saw me glance at my watch and smiled.  
 
    “I told Don to come in at midday. I made breakfast. I wanna talk to you.” 
 
    I frowned. “What about?” 
 
    She jerked her head toward the garden. “I’m coming now.” 
 
    I went out and sat at the table in the sun, with the shade of the palms lying across the white wrought iron and the green grass. Maria came out a few minutes later and sat with me. She poured me coffee and as I took it I said, “I’m married. I shouldn’t have done what I did last night. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She smiled. “You know how many married men I have had sex with? It must be many hundreds. A few married women too. I am not going to sue you, or have a baby and claim your oil wells in Texas for my child. It happened. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Those weren’t the first possibilities that came to my mind.” 
 
    She gave a small laugh that was surprisingly pretty. “I seen it done, but you don’t look like a man with oil wells in Texas.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk. You have a problem you think I can solve?” 
 
    She nodded, sipped her coffee and gave me a very direct look. “I’m a whore.” Then she gave a small, one-shouldered shrug. “I was a whore.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say so I sipped my coffee and broke open one of the warm rolls she’d brought out. She was looking up at the palm trees and went on, like she was talking to them instead of me. 
 
    “I made a lot of money. A lot of money. Most of the girls waste their money on drugs and drink, whatever it takes to get through the night.” She turned her head to face me and her expression was defiant. “Is some kind of self-hate, self-destructive thing. Society hates a whore, so whores hate themselves.” She gave her head a little shake. “I don’t hate myself. I don’t want to destroy myself. I hated some of the Johns, some of them were OK. I hate the pimps, and I want to destroy some of them.” 
 
    She picked up her cup and looked into it, like she was hoping there might be a pimp drowning in there. There obviously wasn’t because she took a sip. 
 
    “I took a lot of money from my last pimp.” She nodded to give emphasis to what she’d said. “A lot of money. I was expensive. I’m getting older now, but when I was twenty I was hot—red hot. I used to get invited to a lot of Hollywood parties. You wouldn’t believe some of the names I have screwed.” She grinned. “It reads…” She held up her hands like she was framing a shot. “Like the credits to a big budget block buster movie.” 
 
    I laughed. “OK, I believe you.” 
 
    “You better believe it, gringo. For ten years I was making more than two thousand bucks on a night. And I made a few movies too, that paid big money. But you know what happens to that money, right?” 
 
    “Your pimp takes it?” 
 
    She wagged her finger at me. “If you’re not smart, your pimp takes it. But I was smarter than my pimp, and I took hundreds of thousands of dollars from that hijo de puta.” She gestured around her with her finger. “And beginning of this year I bought this and I retired.” 
 
    “And your pimp wants to know where the money came from. He figures it’s his money and he wants a cut of the profits.” 
 
    She nodded, then shook her head. “He wants a lot more than that. He says the place belongs to him and he wants to make it into a club, where he can sell girls and drugs.” 
 
    I sighed. “What do you want from me, Maria?” 
 
    She smiled with more than a touch of irony. “Don’t worry. I know one screw does not buy your kind of services. But I also know the kind of business you are in. I can pay. I need you to take care of my chulo, so nobody can trace it to me, and so he never comes back.” She leaned forward and there was black fire in her eyes. “And so all the other hijos de puta know that they cannot mess with me!” 
 
    I shook my head. “You have the wrong idea about me, Maria. I am not a gun for hire.” 
 
    She wagged her finger side to side and held my eye. “No,” she said. “I can look inside you, gringo. I know who you are. You are a killer. And you will do this for me. We will talk again.” 
 
    She stood and walked back into the building, closing the door behind her. I sat a while listening to the birds getting on with their morning. I chewed my lip and sipped my coffee and told myself I did not want to be a killer for hire. That was not why I had come to L.A. I had come to L.A. because I wanted to stop the killing. 
 
    In the end I made up my mind that I could not be sidetracked. Abi had been my last damsel in distress. Now I was going to do my job and go home. I got up and went back to my room. It was eleven thirty AM and I wanted to see if Fenninger had been to the office early that morning. I wasn’t surprised to find he had. There was an audio file that had been recorded at seven. I clicked on it and listened. 
 
    “Bill…” 
 
    “I will not listen to you, Epsilon, if you call me that. You are like a child…” 
 
    “OK! OK, Beta! We have a big fucking problem.” 
 
    “Try to calm down.” 
 
    “Try to calm down? Seriously? One of two things just happened to me. Do you know…” His chair moved and it sounded as though he stood up and started walking around. He sounded almost hysterical. “Do you know…?” He said it again, then changed, “Shall I tell you what just happened to me? Or maybe you know already!” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense, Epsilon.” 
 
    “Really? Well, forgive me for getting upset when somebody…” He stopped again. “Let me ask you a question, Beta.” 
 
    “That would be something, at least. So far you have phoned me at seven in the morning just to throw half-finished sentences at me.” 
 
    “Who is Ares?” 
 
    I smiled. I had got to him. He still wasn’t sure who I was. Beta was quiet for a moment, then said, “I am not sure how to answer that question, Epsilon. You want to put it into context for me? Better still, why don’t you just tell me what happened?” 
 
    Fenninger’s voice came as a shout from across the room. I could picture him pouring himself a drink. “You haven’t been watching the news, Beta?” 
 
    A sigh. “I’m actually at the ranch, trying to disconnect for a few days.” There was a hint of reproach. 
 
    Fenninger’s voice came closer. It was almost a shout of anger. “Really? Really? You’ve been trying to disconnect! How convenient! What a convenient time you have chosen to disconnect!” 
 
    “Cut it out, Epsilon! You’re beginning to annoy me. Just cut to the chase, will you?! What happened?” 
 
    “Who is Ares?” 
 
    “Ares is the Greek god of war, Epsilon, as you well know!” 
 
    “As was Athena! But Zeus would use Ares when, as well as war, he wanted to sow chaos and mayhem! Am I right?” 
 
    “Where is this going? I am running out of patience.” 
 
    “Well, Ares came and paid me a visit yesterday!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “First he visited Intelligent Imaging Consultants, murdered Ahmed, Elena, Erick and Izamu, and staged it to look as though Ahmed had killed his colleagues and then jumped out of the window. The company is now in free fall and God alone knows what we are going to find when we recover control of it.” 
 
    “Wait! Wait, slow down, Epsilon. Who is this ‘he’? Who did this?” 
 
    “I am trying to tell you.” 
 
    “Try to get a grip, for crying out loud!” 
 
    “Once he had finished murdering our R&D company, he then went in search of my head of security, Bob, who actually managed to capture him.” 
 
    “Good! Where is he now?” 
 
    “I have no fucking idea! I have no fucking idea, Beta!” There was a long moment’s silence, then he went on, “Because he broke free, murdered Bob’s assistant and came within a microsecond of blowing my brains out—while you were disconnecting at your fucking ranch!” 
 
    “Epsilon, for the last time…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and listen!” Another pause, then, “He knew everything about us. He knew our structure, including the existence of Omega Alpha. He knew about the drought and he knew about our plans for Iran and Saudi. He knew Gamma was dead, he knew I was Epsilon and he told me, Beta, that he was Ares, Omega Alpha’s hit man, and that he had been sent by you and Alpha to eliminate me because I had become an incompetent liability!” 
 
    “That is not true. You must know that is not true.” 
 
    “Must I? Then how did he know? Tell me that. How was his information so detailed? There are only two possible explanations, Beta. Either he was telling the truth or it was Gamma’s son, Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    A long silence, then, “That is not possible. Neither of those two options is possible. Walker has too much to lose. He was as keen as we were to call a truce. And besides, he does not have that kind of information.” 
 
    “Then Alpha has acted on his own initiative without consulting you.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Epsilon, get a grip! We are already suffering because of the loss of Gamma, why would he eliminate one of his own top five?” 
 
    “To make room for somebody else.” 
 
    “There is already room for somebody else! Gamma is dead! Think before you open your mouth, Epsilon!” 
 
    Fenninger’s voice became loud and close. “Then answer me this, Beta. Who else has that kind of knowledge? Who else has the ability to do this?” 
 
    There was another prolonged silence. Then Beta’s voice, level and cool. “Somebody who wants to sow chaos among us. He chose his name with care and intelligence. Ares, he may as well have called himself Kallisti. The Bringer of Chaos.” 
 
    “But who? Who has that kind of inside knowledge?” 
 
    “Not Walker. Could Gibbons have planted a mole?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ…! 
 
    “Go back to the vineyard. Immediately. Take your wife and the children. Barricade yourself there. I will dispatch a team to guard you. Alpha and I will join you there with Delta. We need to get to the bottom of this before it gets any more out of hand. Go now, arrange it now, immediately. Take Bob with you.” 
 
    They hung up and the call ended. 
 
    I pulled a Camel from the pack and lit up. I had been luckier than I deserved. The gods had been smiling on me after all. And now I would have Alpha, Beta, Delta and Epsilon, all together in one place. I couldn’t have wished for more. Kill: one had just become kill: four. 
 
    There wasn’t a lot I could do that day, so I spent time cleaning my Sigs and my knife and catching up on some sleep. At seven thirty that evening Maria came to my room and woke me. She didn’t knock. She opened the door and stood leaning on the jamb, looking down at me. 
 
    “You didn’t eat all day. You want some supper, gringo?” 
 
    I sat up and swung my legs off the bed. “You’re still here? Why do you call me gringo?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. You are a gringo.” 
 
    “OK, Majicana, I’ll have some supper.” 
 
    “You think that is gonna offend me?” 
 
    I stood. “I hope so.” 
 
    She came into the room and put her hand on my chest, smiling up into my face. “Yeah? You want to offend me? Why?” 
 
    “Then maybe you’ll stop calling me gringo. My name is John. John Smith.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Your name is Lacklan. You told me already, remember?” 
 
    “My name is not gringo. I’m going to have a shower. I’ll be out in five.” 
 
    She slipped her arms around me and kissed my neck. “You gonna help me, John?” 
 
    “Not if you keep doing that, no. Let me finish what I have to do, then we’ll talk.” 
 
    She let go of me and gave me a small shove. “OK, malo! Have it your way. You goin’ out tonight?” 
 
    “Late, yeah.” 
 
    “How late?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know, Maria?” 
 
    I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower in the cubicle. She leaned on the door, watching me. “Maybe I’m getting jealous.” 
 
    “Sure, and maybe Santa Claus really exists after all. I’m going out late. I don’t know what time. Stop pushing.” 
 
    I stood under the shower for ten minutes. Toweled myself dry and dressed in black jeans and a black roll neck sweater. Then I went out to reception. Don was at the desk, looking through some papers. He eyed me and said, “She set a table for you in the garden. You’re dining al fresco tonight.” He didn’t seem very amused. 
 
    “I should be gone by tomorrow.” 
 
    He glanced at me, nodded once and carried on with his papers. “Maybe we all will be.” 
 
    I was about to ask him what he meant, but decided I didn’t really want to know. I turned and went into the garden. She had set the table for me under the palms. The air was turning grainy in the dusk. The palms looked tall and thin, and strangely sinister in the dying light. 
 
   


 
  

 Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The sky above looked like somebody had tried to spray-paint it luminous orange and then thrown a few pink chemtrails across it before giving up on the job. Darkness was creeping in from the east and the birds, who’d been busy all day, were beginning to sound sporadic and sleepy. Out on the road, streetlamps and headlamps were beginning to come on, as though they’d somehow been triggered by the cooling air. The world was preparing for evening.  
 
    The door opened and Maria came out, holding a plate, a paper napkin and a knife and fork. She put a large steak and French fries in front of me, then set out the cutlery and sat opposite.  
 
    “Que aproveche.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As I cut into the meat she said, “You have no respect for me because I was a whore in my previous life.” 
 
    I sighed and set down the knife and fork. “I can’t do this right now, Maria.” 
 
    “What is so important?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. But I have already given you my answer. When the job is done we’ll talk about your pimp.” 
 
    She gave a snort that you could only describe as disdainful and looked away. “Talk. Is all anybody ever does: talk, talk. But Julio does not talk. He beats, he kicks, he cuts, but he does not talk.” 
 
    I picked up my knife and fork again. “Nobody talks more than you do, Maria. Do you ever listen? Keep talking and you can eat the damned steak yourself and I will take myself right through that door.” 
 
    She looked at my face a moment, then at my steak, then turned away toward the creeping shadows. Above, the luminous sky had turned the color of crushed, dirty blueberries, and the birds had gone quiet. Suddenly it was nighttime. I cut into the steak and started eating again. 
 
    After a couple of minutes she said, “I was a kid in Mexico. I didn’t come here until I was fifteen.” I glanced at her but carried on eating. “My mom was a puta, but she was nice. She had five kids. She had a chulo, that’s like a pimp. Most of the time he was OK, only when he did coke he would hit her sometimes. We had to stay quiet when he did that.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I was trying not to listen. I needed to focus on the job. I didn’t need to be hearing Maria’s story right then, but she went on. 
 
    “You know what my favorite thing in the whole world was? I was…” She shook her head. “I don’t know, eight, nine… right up to twelve years old. I loved the TV.” I glanced at her again, remembering suddenly Jim the night before. Maria was smiling, like she was a million miles away in some dream, remembering something magical. “The TV. Is stupid. I can see now it is stupid, but back then it was hope…” She looked at me and for a moment her smile was natural and real. “It was like a picture of what life could be. And the people you saw on the screen, they were like what people should be like. The ones I loved best were the American shows, like Friends, How I met your Mom, and Frasier!” She reached out her hand and touched my arm. “Frasier was so funny. He was so stupid, but he had a perfect family. When I was a kid I thought all American families were like Frasier’s. I thought all families should be like this, you know?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “It was something to aim for, something to fight for. A dream. I really believed that if I could get to California, it would all be OK. I could meet friends like Joey and Monica, fall in love with some perfect guy and have a family like Frasier.” She sat back, staring at the tall palms. “What do you call that,” she said. “Social… not stereotypes…” 
 
    I smiled in spite of myself. She was an interesting woman. For a moment I thought, in a different place and at a different time, who knew? She must have sensed it because she turned her head to face me. We locked eyes for a moment. 
 
    Then I said, “Archetypes. They are archetypes.” I remembered Jim and the IIC and sighed. “More than archetypes, they are role models we are meant to aspire to, even though we can never achieve them.” 
 
    “Is a crazy world, huh?” I nodded. “Instead of a luxury apartment in Seattle, I have a guest house in Watts. Instead of a career as a psychiatrist, I am a whore. And instead of a perfect love, I got a pimp who wants to turn my guest house, my second chance, into a whorehouse.” 
 
    “I understand, Maria.” 
 
    She smiled a lopsided smile. “You think I still watch TV?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I hope not.” 
 
    She gave a sad little snort. “You think I have no hope.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I think you have. But I think chasing somebody else’s dream about what life and people should be like is a waste of time and effort. Especially if that dream belongs to some asshole in Hollywood. You let Hollywood make your dreams for you, you may as well lie down and die. Make your own dreams, about real things and real people, then you stand a chance of making them come true, if you fight like hell and never give up.” 
 
    Her face didn’t change. All that changed was that a tear spilled from her eyes and trailed down to the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “I have lost so many people. People I loved, destroyed, their souls destroyed. So many people dead who did not need to die. They died without dreams…” 
 
    “I know. I’ve seen them die too.” I stood. “I have to go.” I held her eye for a long moment, then smiled and made a fair imitation of a German accent. “But I’ll be back.” 
 
    She laughed and wiped the tear from her cheek. “Another archetype.” 
 
    “I’ll help you, Maria. But I have to do this first.” 
 
    She gave a small nod and I left her gazing down at her hands on the table.  
 
    I returned to my room, slipped the Fairbairn & Sykes into my boot, put the Sig in my waistband, under the pullover, and stuffed a ski mask into my back pocket. Anything else I was going to need I had in the trunk of the Zombie.  
 
    I walked through the reception area and stepped into the night. I stopped a moment to look around. The streetlamps were listless. The roads were empty of traffic. The drapes were drawn over windows that showed only the flickering of televised reality, where even evil was idealized. Somewhere, out in the dark, urban sprawl, I could hear the thud and throb of speakers in a car: a car owned by some badass who had learned from some Hollywood role model exactly how to be badass. 
 
    I sighed and walked away, toward the church where I had left the Zombie. Behind me I was aware of a car approaching, cruising. From its smoked windows came the throb and buzz of rap. I ignored it and turned into 108th Street, but as I did, I was aware of the car stopping outside El Toro. I heard the four doors slam one after another, like a volley of shots. The throb of the bass followed me across the road and as I took my keys from my pocket it began to dawn on me what was happening.  
 
    Either she had known he was coming today, or she had orchestrated it. I remembered her in my room, asking what time I was going out. I sighed and turned back. I had no time for this, but I also knew I couldn’t walk away.  
 
    I walked back toward El Toro, with the throb of the bass growing louder. As I came around the corner I saw it was a BMW 5 series with tinted windows. The car was empty. But noise was still pumping inside. I glanced through the glass door of the guesthouse and saw four tough guys jerking their knees as they talked to Don. He looked scared. I walked around to the driver’s side, leaned in and turned the music off. Then I made my way toward the reception. 
 
    As I pushed through the door I saw that the four guys had turned and were gaping at me, and Don was gaping over their shoulders. Their expressions ranged from incredulity to rage. A bit farther back, Maria had come in from the garden and was watching the scene, frowning, curious. 
 
    I took a second to calibrate them. Maria’s pimp, Julio, was the second from my right. I could tell because, though he wasn’t the biggest, he was the craziest, and you could see that in his eyes. Maybe Jim and the IIC were getting to me, but as I looked into his eyes I knew that the TV had told him once too often that he was a psychopath and a sociopath; and that didn’t mean he was a sad, damaged person. It meant he was of above average intelligence, ruthless and sexy. And he was too damned stupid to realize that what the TV had told him was bullshit—invented by the TV to sell TV to people as stupid as him.  
 
    He was in his early thirties, with unintelligent pale blue eyes, a scraggy black moustache and an Italian suit as vulgar as it was expensive. On his left there was a fat guy also dressed in off the peg Armani. His eyes were almost black and he had a heavy gold chain around his neck. You could see by the way he strutted that he was proud of that chain.  
 
    On Julio the chulo’s right he had a boy of about eighteen, who obviously lived at the gym. He was going to be doing some kind of martial arts. I figured Muay Thai or kick boxing. The fourth guy in the gang was the real muscle. He looked like he did weight lifting. He had massive thighs and powerful arms, and his jaw looked like if you hit it you’d break your hand. He’d be looking for the clinch or the take down. He’d be slow, but he’d easily crush you to death. 
 
    I took that in, in about a second, while they were all still struggling with their above average sociopath IQs to understand how and why I had dared turn their throbbing dick music off. I pointed at Julio. “You the chulo?” 
 
    He was moving his chin in and out, jerking his knees, like a chicken getting down to rap. “Who de fock are you, pendejo? I’m gonna cut you fockin’ open, man!” 
 
    “Leave now, don’t come back, and I won’t kill you.” 
 
    There must have been some magic in the words, because they all took up the chicken dance and started jerking their knees and their elbows, and looking at each other with, ‘can you believe this guy?’ faces.  
 
    I pointed at the guy with the gold chain. “You first. I’ll break your neck with your chain.” I pointed at the big gorilla. “Then you. I’ll rupture your heart. Then you,” I pointed at the Muay Thai Kid. “I’ll break your neck. You?” I looked at Julio. “You I’m going to make an example of. Your call.” 
 
    They were nothing if not predictable. They did what they always did, and sent their gorilla in first to soften me up before the sociopath badasses came in for the kill. He barreled at me with his arms outstretched and an ugly snarl on his face, like he was planning to chew off my ear. I held his eye until he was two feet away, then I slipped my left hand behind his head, like I was going to kiss him, and rammed the heel of my right hand into the tip of his jaw, levering it hard to my left. I heard the cartilage crunch. The pain must have been unbelievable. He started screaming, short, hysterical screams and took two steps back. On his third scream I put all my two hundred and twenty pounds into a downward plunging punch into his solar plexus that dragged his belly and his diaphragm down, winding him and sending his heart into spasm. His eyes bulged, he tried to gasp through his broken mouth. I put him out of his misery. I delivered two massive punches straight to his sternum. He went into cardiac arrest. His eyes rolled back in their sockets and he went straight over backward. The whole thing had taken less than three seconds. 
 
    They were staring down at him with expressions of utter stupidity on their faces. I didn’t wait for them to react. I took a long step to my right, bitch-slapped the fat guy with my open right hand and grabbed his chain with my left. Another step put him between me and the other two, who were just beginning to wake up to what was happening. I yanked hard on the chain. He came toward me. I bitch-slapped him a second time and looped the chain around his neck so it formed a noose. Muay Thai was charging on my left and Julio was coming at me on my right. I took another big step back and hauled savagely on the chain, cutting off his wind. He clawed at his throat. I pulled him to the right so he stumbled into Julio’s path and, as he did, I moved to intercept Muay Thai on the other side.  
 
    The only real fighting he’d ever done was on broken people his gorilla pal had already chewed up. All his martial arts, up to that point, had been in the gym or in his daydreams.  
 
    If you’re going to fight with kicks you need to be as fast as Bruce Lee. Anything slower is a death sentence. Muay Thai threw a slow sidekick at my head. I caught his ankle in the crook of my right elbow and kicked him hard in the balls. He fell awkwardly, wheezing and gasping. His right leg dragged down on the chain that was still in my left hand, choking the fat guy who was wearing it. It was a mass of confusion and Julio was on the other side of it, looking worried. I saw him reach for a knife in his pocket and smiled at him. 
 
    I let go of Muay Thai’s leg. He fell into the fetal position. I yanked hard on the chain. He was turning a nasty blue color. I spun him around, hooked my right forearm under his jaw and pressed the back left of his head. A small jerk and the fat guy’s worries were all over. I let him fall at Julio’s feet. He backed away, holding his blade out in front of him. I ignored him and stepped over to Muay Thai, who was still clutching at his busted balls. I kicked him in the shoulder so he rolled over, face down, and stamped on the back of his neck. I heard the vertebrae snap. 
 
    Julio now looked like a very scared chulo. I pointed at the corpses. “Just like I said. You like to beat up on women, huh? Abuse them and exploit them? You think you’re a badass because you abuse the weak?” I smiled. “That doesn’t make you a badass, Julio. That makes you a pussy.” 
 
    I stepped forward and kicked him hard and fast in the knee. I felt the cartilage crack and he fell, gripping his shattered joint and repeating, “Oh God! Oh shit, man! Oh God!” 
 
    I rolled him on his back and knelt on his chest. I picked up his knife and wrapped his right hand around the hilt. He was staring at me with bulging eyes as I positioned it over his heart. He whimpered, “What are you doing, man…?” 
 
    “I’m making an example of you.” 
 
    I held it in place with my left hand, like a nail, over his fifth intercostals, and hammered it savagely home with my right fist. He quivered and jerked for a few seconds, then went still. I looked up at Don. He was very still and very pale. 
 
    I stood. “You can take credit for this. It was an invasion of your premises. You were defending yourself, and Maria.” I shrugged. “Or you can say it was a passing stranger who came to your assistance. Either way, the cops are not going to argue on this one.” 
 
    I looked over at where Maria was still standing by the door and pointed at the man I had just killed. “Was this the guy?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, that was him.” 
 
    I stepped into the street again. The streetlamps were still listless and the TVs still flickered behind the drapes. I turned and made my way back to the Zombie.  
 
    I climbed in and sat behind the wheel, pressed the starter and slipped away in silence, onto Kalmia Street and Santa Ana Boulevard, wondering why I had done what I had done. It was not my problem. I was here to do a job, to protect my family, to defeat an enemy that threatened me and those I loved. So why had I risked it all to stop a pimp from exploiting an ex-whore? I was not a hero. I was not out to save anybody—to save the world. That was Marni’s job, and Gibbons’ and Jim’s. Not mine. 
 
    So why had I done it? 
 
    I ended up telling myself it was because I didn’t like bullies. Because ever since I was a kid I had hated men like my father, who abused the weak to make themselves feel strong. And besides, what I was going to do that night at the vineyard could play out in a couple of different ways. And one of those ways could make Maria a useful ally. That thought made me feel better and I smiled to myself as I accelerated silently toward Santa Monica and the Pacific Coast Highway. 
 
    My mind turned to the fight I was facing when I got there. I had no idea how many Omega men I would be up against. There could be anything from three or four to a dozen or more. If Alpha and Beta were going to be there along with Delta and Epsilon, after the damage they had already sustained, they would be most likely to err on the side of caution. I had to expect at least a dozen men, plus Captain Bob; assuming he could still walk and wasn’t singing soprano in the California State Choir by now. 
 
    In addition, they would almost certainly be armed with assault rifles. They would be patrolling the grounds and they would be in touch with each other by radio. If any one of them went down, the others would know about it pretty soon. So the choices seemed to be either get in, take out as many of the Omega brass as I could and leave without the guards noticing, or take on everybody and kill everybody. I wondered what Sergeant Bradley would advise. 
 
    He’d say, “Never take on a fight you’re not sure you can win.” He’d wag his finger at me and say, “The Iron Duke, mate, the Duke of Wellington, he never lost a battle in his life. If he wasn’t sure he could win, he withdrew…” and he’d lean forward and stare at me with his diabolical Kiwi eyes. “And he’d draw the enemy to a place where he could annihilate them. Duke of Wellington, mate. People say Napoleon was a genius, but Wellington beat seven bales of shit out of him.” 
 
    Draw them to my battlefield. 
 
    And then there was the other thing: the thing I was trying not to think about because there was nothing I could do about it. Fenninger’s wife and kids. 
 
    They would be there. 
 
    I put it out of my mind and headed for the nearest gas station. I needed two gallons of gasoline and a disposable cell. 
 
   


 
  

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The moon had risen a little earlier that night than the night before. It was sitting, wan and mocking, half an inch above the tree line in the east. I was parked among the trees, just off the Old Topanga Canyon Road, about a quarter of a mile from the Spanish villa. I had taken the Emperor from the trunk and set it on the roof of the Zombie. Now I was seated in the car with my laptop and the remote control, maneuvering the drone high above the treetops toward the house. I had not thought to equip it with an infrared camera, but the house and the grounds around it were floodlit and the guards were clearly visible. It seemed, at first sight at least, that they were more concerned with scaring me off than trapping me or killing me. 
 
    From what I could make out, there were two guards at the back, on the lawn by the pool. They were armed with assault rifles, they were stationary and constantly in sight of each other, covering the sliding glass doors that allowed access to the house. 
 
    At the front there were four, two stationed in the parking lot and two on the steps outside the front door. Besides these six men, there were two more pairs on each side of the house. These were not stationary but patrolling back and forth 
 
    That was a total of ten, a small army, all brightly lit and all in clear view of each other. As well as these, there would be an unknown number inside the house guarding the Fenningers, but above all guarding the Omega top brass. They had no shortage of resources.  
 
    Normally, in a situation like this, you would make extensive use of fire and explosives to disrupt the defensive position, but I had assumed I would be operating within L.A., and I had not brought any C4 with me. My heavy artillery was going to be limited, and once used, I was going to have to act fast, in case the Fire Department or the sheriff responded. 
 
    I had a look at the roofs of the house. It was a complex combination of tiled gables set at right angles to each other to form the galleried patio where we had sat in the dining room and, beside that, on the left, two long gables set side by side, where the large living room was and, I figured, two other rooms beside that. The roof of the living room was going to be the ideal spot to set the drone down, on the chimney of the copper fireplace. I landed it nice and quiet, left the remote control on the seat and went to get my stuff from the trunk. 
 
    I took my backup Sig, two spare magazines, the night vision goggles and the bow. I had seventy-two rounds and twelve barbs against a small army with automatic weapons. It should do. 
 
    I took a long, circuitous route through the woods to the vineyard where I had fought with Fenninger. With me I had two gallons of gasoline. I made my way to the shed, opened the door just enough to slip in, and switched on my pencil flashlight. I smiled at what I saw. Against one wall there was a dozen sacks of ammonium nitrate. I didn’t need them, but it had been even chances they would be there, and they were a definite bonus. I stashed the plastic gasoline containers up against them, soaked a rag and hooked it up to a detonator I’d rigged from the disposable cell. Then I slipped out again, leaving the door ajar. 
 
    Behind the shed there was a sparse hedgerow beyond a ditch. I scrambled across and, using my knife, I hacked a hole in the hedge big enough for me to squeeze through. Then I loped silently down to the row of conifers that separated the back of the house, where the pool was, from the fields and the vineyards. I found two trees that were sufficiently far apart for my purposes and hunkered down. Through the gap I had clear sight of the two guards standing in front of the sliding doors. What I did next was going to have to be fast, precise and very accurate. 
 
    I took two arrows, nocked one, took careful aim at the farthest guard and loosed. I didn’t wait to see if it hit its mark. I knew it would. I immediately nocked the second arrow, drew, aimed at the nearest guard and, as the first barb thudded home into his chest, I loosed the second arrow. It whispered. The nearest guard frowned at his partner, who was holding his chest, staring down at the feathers in his hand. Slowly he kneeled down on the grass. The second arrow found its mark and punched right through his sternum and his heart. 
 
    I ran. I left the bow and the arrows where they were. It was a matter of seconds before the two bodies were found, and by the time they were, I had to be somewhere else. I vaulted the first log fence onto the vineyard path, then the second onto the driveway, right in front of the two guards. As I landed I had my Sig in my hand. I swore loudly, like I hadn’t expected to see them there. I let off four rounds in two double taps. The first two took off most of the nearest guard’s head. The second two went through the creeping Russian vine and narrowly missed the two guards at the front door. I turned and ran back the way I had come, vaulting over the fence and running up the path toward the shed. 
 
    By now there were shouts everywhere: “Oscar and Jones are down!” 
 
    “Get some guards on the back of the house! Now!” 
 
    “He’s out the front!” 
 
    “Pete’s down!” 
 
    “Where the fuck is he? Where is the motherfucker!” 
 
    And then, what I had been wanting to hear: “He’s gone into the vineyards! Get after him! Get the motherfucker!” and the running tramp of many boots. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. Six guys were swarming over the fence. They were fifty yards behind me. I fired twice without aiming and ran for the shed, faking a limp. They saw it as they were supposed to and thundered after me, shouting that I was hit.  
 
    I came to the shed and wrenched the door open so it was blocking their view of what I did next. I let off four more rounds in their general direction, sprinted around the back of the hut and scrambled through the hedge. Then I sprinted another twenty yards and threw myself down in the dirt. I lay still and slipped on my night vision goggles. The world turned an eerie green and black. I listened and watched, immobile. I could just about make out the moving bodies through the scraggy hedge. They had gathered around the shed and were shouting, training their weapons on the wooden structure. 
 
    “Come out with your hands in the air!” 
 
    “Drop your weapon and come out!” 
 
    Another guard was approaching, running up the path, shouting, “Don’t kill him! Take him alive!” 
 
    I smiled. That was seven of them. From what I could see, they were all pressed up against the sides of the hut, with a couple kneeling in front with their guns trained on the door. I pulled out my cell and dialed the burner. The explosion was spectacular. 
 
    The bodies vanished in a fireball of gasoline and ammonium nitrate. I covered my head as burning, splintered boards showered flaming out of the sky. The hedgerow caught fire and, through the flames, I could make out a staggering, dancing humanoid form, like some kind of horrific fire demon made of flames. Finally it went down on its knees, then lay down and died. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and ran back toward the fence of conifers that hid the fields from the back of the house. There were burning, splintered boards caught in the trees. There were voices shouting and screaming, feet tramping and bodies running. In my mind I was counting as I ran: two down at the back by the pool, one down in the drive was three, plus seven at the shed made ten. That was the number they had posted outside. So whatever they’d had inside, that was all they had left. 
 
    I dropped to my belly back where I had left the bow, telling myself Wellington, the Iron Duke, would have been proud of me. Now I had another battle to fight, and speed was of the essence. I scanned the back of the house. There was nobody there. That meant they had withdrawn inside and were keeping watch from the windows. If I stepped onto that lawn I’d be riddled like a colander before I took two steps. 
 
    I crouch-ran along the hedge to where it made a right angle down the side of the house. I lay down, inched between two tree trunks and scanned the wall of the building. It made logical sense that if they had been protecting the people on the inside, they would have put no less than half their men on the outside, as sentries, as a first line of defense. It would follow logically, then, that they had about ten men inside, plus the Omega brass and Captain Bob. I counted four windows along the second floor and another four along the bottom. They would want at least four men with the brass, so that left six or seven men, spread thinly around the building, guarding the entrances and the windows. It was a big building, and not many men. 
 
    I scanned the lawn. There was a chestnut tree halfway between the hedge and the house. I had spotted it with the drone, and it was the reason I had chosen this side of the building for my approach. I pulled the remote control from my pocket and triggered the EMP on the roof. I had maybe two seconds while they registered that their earpieces and radios were not working. I sprinted for the chestnut tree and flattened myself against the trunk. There were no shots. Nothing happened. I didn’t wait. I sprinted again for the side of the house, just short of the corner. I stood flat against the wall, nocked an arrow and looked up at the windows. There was the slightest of movements. I drew and targeted where I guessed he would lean out. I steadied my breath and waited. A moment later his head and shoulders appeared. I loosed, counted one, two and the aluminum barb thudded home through his skull. 
 
    I nocked a fourth arrow and peered around at the front door. There was nobody there. 
 
    My hunch was they would want to lure me inside the building. They would fall back around the Omega brass and force me to confront them as a body, where I could not pick them off one by one. 
 
    I dropped the bow and my remaining arrows, stepped away from the building and put a round through the nearest window. It shattered and made a lot of noise. If there were any guards at the door, the sound of breaking glass might draw them away long enough for me to get it.  
 
    I sprinted to the entrance, put a slug into the lock and kicked the doors open. There was no hail of lead, no barrage of fire. I peered around the door and scanned the galleried landing. There was nobody there. It was looking as though my hunch had been right. I looked over at the arch which led down into the big living room with the copper fireplace. I was certain they were not in there. It was wide open on two sides and very exposed.  
 
    I thought about the rooms on the far side of the living room. They had windows that exposed them to potential sniper fire and grenades. These guys had no idea what weapons I had. They’d be looking for the least exposed, easiest spot to defend. 
 
    I looked again at the galleried landing. The high ground is always the best place to meet an attack, so they had barricaded themselves on the top floor, on the outer corner, where they could cover the approaches from either side, and up the stairs. 
 
    And another thing I could be certain of: They had already called for reinforcements. I was on the clock more now than ever. I had to act, and I had to act real fast. I spent a moment examining the door from a safe distance, then ran. 
 
    I found the kitchen more or less where I had expected to find it, down some stone steps to the right of the dining room. I ransacked the drawers and found a ball of cooking twine. I sprinted silently up the stairs, made a loose slipknot at the end of the string, and silently approached the door where I thought they were barricaded in. Without making a sound I slipped the noose over the handle. I then left the ball of twine on the floor and explored the rooms down the right wing of the house. I was pretty sure the guys by the pool would not have their weapons with them. The retreating army would have made sure to deprive me of those. But I figured I had shot the guy in the window after they had retreated into the room. 
 
    I was right. He was lying slumped on the windowsill with my arrow through his skull, and his rifle was on the floor, where he had dropped it. I hunkered down and picked it up. I raised an eyebrow. It was a Remington ACR. A weapon made only for the military. Its semi-automatic sister was made for civilian use by Bushmaster. This selective fire version was only for the military and law enforcement. 
 
    I took the ACR, and the ball of string to the opposite corner of the galleried landing. I left the string loose, so that it was not pulling on the handle, but allowed the slipknot to tighten enough not to fall off. I then took my Swiss Army knife and returned silently to the door. 
 
    This was what I had noticed from downstairs: the door opened outward, so the hinges were on the outside. Working fast, I removed the nine screws that held the hinges to the frame. The hinges were wedged in and probably glued, so the door did not immediately drop off, but I was confident it would not take a lot of pressure. 
 
    Now I ran back to where I had the ACR and the ball of twine. I was diagonally across the patio and concealed behind the banisters, with a clear view of the room, and of the stairs leading down. The next part was the gamble. They had said they wanted me alive, but I figured the odds were good that they had changed their minds on that score by now. I tugged gently on the twine and rattled the handle. What followed was exactly what I had hoped for and expected. 
 
    The door erupted in a hail of lead that not only shredded the wood but blew it right off and half way down the landing. They must have been pretty sure they had killed me. But they could not see clearly, partly because of the shower of splintered wood and partly because they were shooting into a darkened passage. Also, having seen the handle rattle, they had expected me to be on the other side of the door. So all of their attention was focused right there, on that one place. 
 
    The last place they expected me to be was diagonally across the patio, twenty yards away in the shadows. But that was exactly where I was. I aimed low with short, controlled bursts. It took them a full five seconds to realize where the fire was coming from. By that time I’d taken out five of them. When they started returning fire to the right place I shot out the overhead bulb and moved down to the section of the landing that ran at right angles to their door. 
 
    At a rough guess there were five of them left, including the captain. Twice I had brought them to my battle, but my options were running out. Their reinforcements could not be very far away. With their resources there might be choppers about to land at any moment. I needed to get into that room and take out five trained soldiers and four Omega top brass, and I needed to do it in the next few seconds. 
 
    And the only way in was through the door. 
 
    Their only light now came from the lamps in the entrance hall downstairs, and the thin moonlight that was filtering through their window. I took out the light in the entrance hall with a shot and almost total darkness engulfed the upper floor. I fitted my goggles and sprinted around the gallery until I was directly opposite the room. I knew there was a woman and two kids in there, and I was struggling, trying to ignore the fact.  
 
    I dropped silently to my belly and started crawling forward through the strange, green light. Two black shapes moved in front of the doorway. They moved slowly and cautiously. Their posture suggested they were holding weapons. The Remington spat twice and they went down. According to my estimate, that left three. 
 
    I squirmed forward again, keeping my eye on the door. Nothing moved. I stood and ran, flattened myself against the wall. Still nothing. I peered in to the left of the door, saw nothing and hunkered down to peer around to the right. There were four of them, all holding weapons. They were clustered in the far corner of the room, forming a semi-circle around a group of people. They could not see me. 
 
    Now it would get ugly. Now the kids would suffer, and so would their mother. But I could not turn back. If I did, Abi and the kids would pay the price. 
 
    I crawled in and counted them off as I shot them: a double tap to the far right, half a second and a double tap to the far left. Three of them standing, charging forward. Double tap to the right and he went down; double tap to the left and he went down. One remaining and he was jumping, roaring, screaming. I knew the voice. It was Captain Bob. 
 
    I rolled away. He landed next to me with a painful whoomph and I rammed the butt of the Remington into his side. Then I was on my feet, kicking at him savagely. He was tough. He grabbed at my foot and tried to twist. I smashed him on the head with the rifle and backed away to get a clear line of fire. He couldn’t see me, but he knew where I was and charged, bellowing at me. He was fast and strong and I took two blows to my belly that almost winded me. I staggered back and a third scraped my face. If it had connected it would have cost me my life.  
 
    Next thing, he had the ACR in his hands and was struggling to wrench it free from my grip. At the same time, he was attacking me with his knees and trying to head butt me. He was in a frenzy and I knew if I was going to survive I had to do something. 
 
    I dodged a head butt, took a knee to my floating ribs and thumbed the magazine release. I let the weapon go and as he staggered back I pulled the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot and lunged at him, gripping the back of his neck with my left hand, bringing the blade over the rifle and ramming it home into his throat. Death by suffocation is one of the worst ways to go. So I cut hard left, severing the artery, and unconsciousness and death came fast, as the blood drained from his brain. 
 
    There was absolute stillness. I pulled the Sig from my belt, stepped into the room and flipped on the light. 
 
   


 
  

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    There was a woman sitting on the floor, in her thirties, in jeans and a blouse, pressed into the corner, hugging two children. Her eyes were bright with anger, confusion and reproach. The kids were beyond the point of weeping, but their faces were wet with tears and they were clinging to their mother, watching me with small, terrified faces. In that moment I knew with absolute certainty that what I was doing was wrong, on the deepest level. But I was equally certain that I had no other option. 
 
    I said, “Where are they?” 
 
    She stared, like my question was the most insane thing she had ever heard. “Where are they?” She looked around the room. “You have killed everybody!” 
 
    “Alpha, Beta, Delta…your…” 
 
    I couldn’t say it. She shook her head. “You’re insane. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Where is your husband?” 
 
    She shook her head again. “No… No, I will not tell you!” 
 
    I realized I had my Sig in my hand. I put it in my waistband, behind my back. “I am not going to hurt you.”  
 
    She pulled her kids closer, curled her lip and spat the words at me, “Fuck you!” 
 
    Realization dawned, and with it rage. I said, “He sent you here, with the kids, with Captain Bob, but he stayed in Malibu.” I said it half to myself. “Son of a bitch.” Then I focused on her face, the tortured mix of fear, hatred and confusion. “You don’t know, do you? You don’t know who he is. He told you you’d be safe here. Did you come in convoy? A display of strength, the car with his family in it. It was all designed to draw me into a trap. He used you, his wife and children, as bait.” 
 
    Her face had gone like stone. In the distance I could hear choppers. I shook my head. “I am not your enemy. You’re sleeping with the enemy. Take my advice, get a divorce, get away from him, get your children to safety. He is not who you think he is.” 
 
    I ran down the stairs and burst out through the door. It was too late. There were three of them, hovering over the woods, making the trees bow and toss in the downdraft. Clouds of dust billowed from the parking lot. Then their spots came on and blinded me. I jumped down the steps, trying to find cover somewhere, so that I could run for the trees. But I knew it was hopeless. A voice in my head told me this was where it ended. Jim had been prophetic after all. He had told me, die well.  
 
    I came up on one knee, aimed the ACR into the blinding spotlights, through the choking dust, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. The magazine was empty. I pulled my Sig from my waistband and prepared to charge. If I was going to die, then I would take them with me. 
 
    And that was when the heavy, 50 caliber machine gun opened up, tearing the night in half, screaming like torn steel over the whine and throb of the turbines. Stuttering savagely its message of merciless death. I should have thrown myself to the ground. I should have sought cover. But there was in that moment a berserker rage on me that I could not control. I screamed and hollered and bellowed like a demented demon, emptying my small, 9 mm slugs into invisible enemies hiding behind a furious, blinding glare of light. The heavy machine gun hammered in my ears, but I was immortal, indestructible in my rage and not a single bullet hit me, or even fell near me. 
 
    And next thing my Sig was just clicking, empty, but the sky was filled with exploding fireballs, and tortured, twisting, screaming steel was raining down on the forest and on the parking lot. Waves of burning air hurled me back. I covered my head and my face with my arms and ran, falling back to the shelter of the house, telling myself I had a shot in a million and punctured a fuel tank. 
 
    Another explosion shook the building. The 50 cal kept stuttering, spitting. Rotors stuttered, a turbine whined out of control and a third chopper hit the ground and exploded.  
 
    Then everything was silent, but for the angry roar of flames. I rammed another magazine in the Sig and stepped out. The sky was orange with fire and the woods and the parking lot were littered with the shattered, twisted remains of three helicopters, and the burning, mangled remains of the men who had come to kill me. 
 
    I had not done this with a lucky shot from a 9 mm. 
 
    Then I saw him and almost laughed. Njal, all six foot six of him, with a 50 cal machinegun on his shoulder, walking toward me through the wreckage with a smoking cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth.  
 
    He raised a hand. “Hey hey, all good?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. We have to get out of here. Every cop in the state is going to be swarming over this place in the next twenty minutes. You just shot down three choppers.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yuh, you so slow. They would have got you. You should have been out five minutes before.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Thanks.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    We started walking back toward the drive. I said, “Fenninger wasn’t there. He used his wife and his kids as decoys to lure me here.” 
 
    “So where is he?” 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s at home.” 
 
    He stopped on the path and pointed into the trees. The flames from the choppers were dancing in his eyes. “My vehicle is here. You gonna go an’ get him? You need help?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’ve got this now.” 
 
    He smiled. “OK. Do it this time, yuh?” 
 
    “Yeah. I will.” 
 
    He disappeared in among the shadows and the undergrowth and I ran the rest of the way to my car. I brought back the Emperor and threw it and the rest of my stuff in the trunk. I reversed out of the trees and sped silently back toward the Old Topanga Canyon Road. Far off in the night I could hear the wail of sirens. I forced myself not to speed, to drive at a leisurely pace, winding down out of the mountains with my heart pounding and the vast glow of L.A. rising over the darkness of the hills on my left, and the vast blackness of the ocean ahead of me. I stabbed a Camel in my mouth and lit up. 
 
    My mind was racing. They had played me, but they still didn’t know it was me. They still believed I was somebody sent by Marni and Gibbons. If they had known it was me, Ben would have made sure the trap was better, and the troops more numerous and better led. He would not have left the operation in the hands of Captain Bob. But now, now they would know. Once they found out what had happened, Ben would recognize my handiwork. He would know it was me.  
 
    I still had a little time. There would be a mopping up operation, an assessment of the damage, a report back to the brass. So I still had time. 
 
    I hit the end of the Topanga Canyon Boulevard doing fifty and did not pause. I jumped the red light, my tires screamed and I surged from fifty to a hundred, thundering in silence along the Pacific Coast Highway toward Malibu. I checked my watch. It was just after midnight, and there was hardly any traffic. I made it to the intersection with Wildlife Road in just over six minutes, slowed hard and turned against the lights, then cruised at a leisurely twenty miles an hour, with my heart pounding, until I came to Fernhill Drive, opposite Fenninger’s gate. I stopped on the corner, killed the engine and climbed out to sit on the hood. I lit another Camel from the butt of the first and gave myself a few minutes to calm down. There was a breeze coming in off the ocean. It moved the tall palms silhouetted against the moonlight, cooled my skin and carried with it the quiet strains of big band jazz.  
 
    I sucked on the cigarette, inhaled deeply and tried to locate the source of the music. Fenninger’s house was floodlit. The lights played on the Russian vine that spilled over his white fence, and touched the leaves of the giant oak outside his gate. I stuck my left hand in my pocket and strolled across the road. As I approached his big, white metal gates I could hear distinctly that the music was coming from his house. There was a heat in my belly that I could barely control. In my mind I could see the pain in his wife’s eyes; the pain and the fear in her eyes and her children’s. He had knowingly put them in harm’s way, deliberately used them as bait to catch a killer, and meanwhile, to protect his own sorry ass, he’d arranged a party here.  
 
    I walked back to my car pulling my cell from my pocket and dialed El Toro. Maria answered. 
 
    “It’s me, El Gringo.” 
 
    “You don’t like that name.” 
 
    “It’s growing on me. You owe me a favor.” 
 
    “I know it. The cops just left. Don told them he did it, protecting me and the hotel. They told him they would not prosecute.” 
 
    “Good for him. You’ll get respect now. Nothing earns respect like unbridled violence.” 
 
    “You want payback?” There was a smile in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah. I do. But I’m willing to pay. I need you to organize four girls and send them to a party in Malibu, within the hour. It pays double their usual rate. But, Maria, they have to be real lookers. And swingers.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long moment. “Is for you?” 
 
    I couldn’t keep the hatred from my voice. I snarled, “No, it’s for Aaron Fenninger and his guests.” 
 
    “Aaron Fenninger?” She sounded intrigued. “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    “You have no idea. Send them in a limo, charge it to expenses. I need them here within the hour.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’re on their way.” 
 
    I hung up, dropped the butt on the hard top, crushed it with my foot and returned to sit on the hood of the Zombie and wait. Forty minutes later a stretched white limo rolled into the street and cruised down toward Fenninger’s place. I hailed it and pointed at his gate. It pulled up and I opened the door for the girls. They climbed out. They were gorgeous, but they looked bemused. I smiled and said, “Earn your pay, girls. Laugh and giggle for the camera.” I buzzed on the intercom at the gate, but stayed out of view. A woman’s voice answered and I put a smile in my voice for her. “Mr. Hanks here to see Mr. Fenninger.” 
 
    There was a little laugh, but nothing happened. Then a man’s voice came on. He sounded drunk. “Tom? Is that you?” 
 
    I did a fair imitation of his voice and shouted, “I brought you a gift! A thank you for not inviting me to your soirée! I am hurt, but not yet wounded! Say hello, girls!” 
 
    The girls laughed and waved at the camera. I heard more laughter over the intercom. “You damn fool! This isn’t… It’s just an informal gathering. Ah, come on in and have a drink!” 
 
    The gate started to roll back. I signaled the chauffeur to wait and the girls to go on in. I followed them down a path by the side of the house. At the end, I could see a floodlit lawn and a turquoise pool reflecting the lights from the house. The music was louder and I could hear voices, mainly male, talking and laughing. It was a warm sound, civilized, friendly. I gave a whistle and the girls stopped and turned to me. I grinned. 
 
    “Whatever you expect to make tonight, there’s a five grand bonus if you are really outrageous. If you manage to shock me, I’ll double it.” 
 
    They looked at each other. It was all the encouragement they needed. They were already stripping as they ran for the pool, and I was already filming them on my phone. Fenninger came out from the back of the house, saw the four naked girls and burst out laughing. They all hugged him and he was loving it, laughing, kissing them and slapping their asses. I got it all. Then they were off, jumping into the pool, splashing around and squealing. He followed them, still laughing.  
 
    I held back and saw a few other people step onto the lawn. A couple of them were actors and actresses, others I couldn’t see. I heard somebody ask, “Did you say Tom was here?” And Fenninger turned, searching for his new guest. I was still in shadow, with my phone in front of my face. He laughed and moved toward me. “What are you doing, you crazy son of a bitch?” 
 
    I said, “I’m making a new movie for world wide release.” 
 
    He frowned. He didn’t recognize the voice. I put the phone in my pocket and stepped toward him, smiling. “Hello, Aaron. How are you? I have just seen your wife and your kids. They send their regards and hope you’ll be able to join them soon.” 
 
    He went white. The actor next to him, famous for being urbane, was frowning in an urbane sort of way, with a smile woven into it. It was an expression that was ready to move in any direction it needed to, once he knew who I was. I looked at him and said in my most reasonable voice, “You will forgive us, this is a very delicate, family matter and I am afraid it can’t wait. It needs to be discussed now.” I turned back to Fenninger. “Your wife and children are very anxious to find out what is happening, Aaron.” 
 
    His mouth was working, but no sound was coming out. He glanced at his pal for support, but his pal’s instinct was telling him that Fenninger’s house was not a place he needed to be right then. “Perhaps,” he said, in his distinctive, urbane way, “I had better leave you to it. It’s getting kind of late anyhow.” He turned to Fenninger. “Listen, thanks for a great evening. Next one’s at Sly’s.” 
 
    I called after him by his name. He stopped and looked at me, like his name was a Ming vase and I was mauling it with dirty hands. “Maybe you could spread the word.” 
 
    He took my meaning and nodded. Meanwhile, the girls had got hold of their phones from their bags and were photographing themselves and each other wet and draped over a lot of alarmed looking celebrities who were rapidly gathering their stuff and making their way toward the gate. One of them, a cute ninety-pound doll who in the movies can take down a gorilla with a single punch, gave Fenninger a kiss on his cheek and said, “If I am in any of those pictures, Aaron, I’m going to need them by morning. You understand that, don’t you honey?” 
 
    He nodded. He looked very sick. He knew that her lawyers were the least of his worries right then. I said, “Don’t fret, sweetheart. I’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    She gave me a once over that said I wasn’t offensive because I didn’t exist. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m the man who is going to recover those photographs. Be nice to me.” 
 
    She aborted a smile and left. Suddenly we were alone with the four naked women in the pool. I grinned at him. “Strip naked and get in the water.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    He stared at me but didn’t move. 
 
    “There were twenty men, ten outside and ten inside. I killed them all, including Bob. Your wife and kids were barricaded in the bedroom at the top right of the patio, on the galleried landing. I didn’t kill them.  
 
    “Bob called for reinforcements. They sent three choppers. I brought down all three of the choppers.” I held up my right hand. It was caked with blood. “This blood is Bob’s. Now take off your clothes, get in the pool and look like you’re having fun, or I will take my knife, disembowel you and lynch you with your own intestines.” 
 
    He stripped and got in the pool. The girls were all over him. I filmed it all. After two minutes I stopped filming and grinned at the girls, who really did look as though they were having a ball. “Now take him inside and show him a good time. Film it. And, Aaron?” I leered at him. “Do whatever you have to do, snort whatever you need to snort, but make it convincing.” 
 
    He swallowed hard and nodded. As they moved toward the house I held back one of the girls. She smiled at me. I said, “Get everything on camera. Everything. Especially if he snorts. Got it?” 
 
    She winked at me and ran after her friends. I sent what I had so far to Gantrie, told him to expect more, and to give it worldwide exposure first thing in the morning. Then I sat and had another cigarette, watching the peaceful lapping of the pool under the trees. Inside I could hear the girls laughing and squealing. I gave them fifteen minutes, then collected up their clothes and their purses and carried them inside.  
 
    The room was huge, with a high ceiling and modern, cream and white Scandinavian furniture scattered over parquet floors. In the center there was a copper fireplace, similar to the one at the vineyard. Fenninger was sitting naked on the sofa, snorting a line of coke . He had three girls draped around him doing things that no girl who expects to go to Heaven should ever get caught doing. The fourth was filming it all.  
 
    I dumped their clothes on a chair and collected their cells. There were general moans of complaint that the party was just getting started. I ignored them and sent the photographs and films they had to Gantrie. When I’d finished I said, “You got cash in your house?” 
 
    He looked at me like I was the scum on the scum on the sole of his shoe. “Really? That’s what this comes down to? Money?” 
 
    “Have you got cash in your house?” 
 
    “Of course I have.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s in the safe. Ten grand?” 
 
    “Give it to the ladies.” 
 
    He looked at me for a long time, like he was trying to work out what I was about. In the end he got up and crossed the room to a blond wood door. He opened it and went inside. I said to the girls, “Get dressed. Go home. This stops being fun now.” 
 
    They started dressing. After five minutes, Fenninger came out with a wad of cash. He gave it to the girls and they left, still giggling but trying to suppress it. When they’d gone, Fenninger sat and watched me in silence. 
 
    I said, “Did you call them?” 
 
    “You knew I would.” 
 
    “Are they in L.A.?” 
 
    “They flew in when they heard about Intelligent Imaging Consultants.” 
 
    “Are they coming, or are they sending men?” 
 
    His face flushed with anger. “What men? Do you know—have you any conception?” He stopped, as though he had asked me a question, then screamed at me, “Have you any conception of how many men you have killed tonight?” 
 
    A wave of nausea swept over me. My skin went cold and prickled. It was a terrible question to be asked. When I answered my voice was husky and didn’t sound to me like my own voice. “They were trying to kill me.” 
 
    “We had a truce! Alpha told me! You made a truce! You agreed not to come after us!”  
 
    His voice was still shrill. I didn’t answer. Instead I asked, “Are they coming?” 
 
    He wasn’t going to answer, but after a moment he sighed. “Alpha insisted. He believes if he talks to you, you will stop. Beta did not want to come, neither did Delta. But Alpha insisted.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    His breathing was heavy. He was staring at me with angry eyes. Suddenly he spat, “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    I studied his face, his outraged expression, his angry eyes. The most terrifying thing about him was that he truly believed that he had been wronged. He was going to die without ever realizing that he had faced justice, and what he had done was wrong. 
 
    “I want to live in a world, Fenninger, where my children, if I ever have any—where people in general—don’t have their souls consumed by vampires like you. Where there is no cabal of privileged Über Beings shaping people’s minds, thoughts and behavior to suit their idea of what the world should be like. I want to live in a world where people, all people, are as nearly free as is possible, with nobody controlling my mind and telling me what I can or cannot think.” 
 
    He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Bleeding fucking hearts…” 
 
    I shook my head. “As far as I can see, Fenninger, the only people bleeding around here are you guys. You made a mistake. All of you made a big mistake. You see, you do not own anybody.” 
 
    The voice was soft, smooth and resonant. It spoke behind me. It said, “That is where you are wrong, Lacklan. It’s where you have always been wrong. We own everyone and everything. And the only reason you have been able to hurt us as much as you have, is because you are one of us.” 
 
    I sighed. “Hello, Ben.” 
 
   


 
  

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The small group of men gathered in that room at that moment were straight out of a conspiracy theorist’s wet dream. The only one who wasn’t a household name was Ben. He stood looking down at Fenninger with contempt writ large on his face. “Put some clothes on, for God’s sake, Epsilon, you’re a disgrace.” He turned to face me. Beta, the richest man in the world, stood on his right, peering at me through his glasses like I was a curious specimen. I sat looking up at his amiable face, thinking that possibly no man since Julius Caesar, or Jesus Christ—the two JCs—had affected the world quite so profoundly as this geek.  
 
    The man on his left, Delta, barely in his late thirties, as the man who had transformed the entire meaning of the expression ‘social life’. Almost single-handed, he had created the Zombie Revolution. Between the three of them, Beta, Delta and Epsilon, they controlled the entire flow of opinion, news, information and, I realized, moral judgment in the Western world. With the matrices of their technology they shaped and directed every sentence, every thought and every emotion that was expressed online. They shaped, controlled, created and destroyed every relationship online. And that was, surely, practically every relationship in the Western world. 
 
    But what was worse, was that between these three men, they decided who the role models were that would guide humanity into the future. They would design and provide the role models who would lay down the ethical and moral codes of thought and behavior that would guide our future generations. No parent, no teacher, no mentor or guide could ever compete with the perfect, silicon role models that these three men could create and broadcast into every mind on Earth.  
 
    And these role models, these leading lights, the new prophets, these men and women whom our entire civilization was modeling, were not only fictitious, they were leading our civilization into the greatest catastrophe Mankind had experienced since the Flood. And their lesson, what they were teaching, was how to be servile, how to be slaves, how to lie down and die. 
 
    Fenninger stood and went away in search of clothes. Ben turned to face me and they all sat. Ben looked older. He had gone slightly gray at the temples since I had last seen him. He said, “I thought we had an understanding, Lacklan. We would leave you alone and you would leave us alone. Yet you have deliberately come after us. I thought I could trust your word. Clearly I was wrong.” 
 
    I smiled and gave a small laugh. “I am receiving a moral lecture from a man who plans to massacre seven billion people and enslave those who survive.” 
 
    “Really? We are going to have this conversation again? We did not create the Industrial Revolution, Lacklan. We did not create climate change or overpopulation, we are just trying to navigate the safest path out of it. Why do you have such difficulty understanding that?” 
 
    “Because your ‘safest path’ means that you destroy the one thing about a human being that is sacred! Their minds! The freedom of their minds!” 
 
    Beta burst out laughing. “Who are you,” he said. “Who are you to decide what is and is not sacred in a human being?” 
 
    “Who am I? I’ll tell you who I am, you arrogant son of a bitch! I am a human being! I am a human being with a free mind and free will! Now you tell me something. Who are you to decide that you have the right to override one single person’s free will? Who are you to decide that you have the right to control and manipulate people’s minds, desires and behavior without their consent? Who the fuck are you to decide who gets to live, who dies and who becomes one of your compliant fucking slaves?” 
 
    He leaned forward, smiling. “I am the man who can.” 
 
    Ben raised his hand to silence us both. “We are not going to have this conversation with you, Lacklan. We are way past the point where any of it can be stopped or changed.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You know as well as I do that your project with Intelligent Imaging Consultants is sunk.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. After a moment he said, “What will it take to make you stop? I have given up trying to persuade you to join us. So just tell me this: you know we can hurt you a lot more than you can hurt us. So what will it take to make you stop?” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment with no expression on my face at all. Finally I shook my head and looked away. “Less than you might think, Ben.” 
 
    He spread his hands and made a question with his face. 
 
    I went on. “I should have realized a lot sooner. You are Alpha, aren’t you? These clowns…” I gestured at Beta, Delta and Epsilon. “These are the front men, but the real power was always with you. Maybe if I had realized that sooner…” 
 
    “What will it take, Lacklan?” 
 
    “The knowledge, the certainty, that you will not come after me or my family.” 
 
    “You had that assurance and it was you who broke the deal.” 
 
    I laughed. “How long would it have taken before you did come after me? A year? Two? Ten?” He didn’t answer so I went on, “And something else. An assurance, a certainty, that you will abandon the plan to manipulate people’s minds and rob them of their free will.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We gave you and Marni the chance to make a difference there, and again you betrayed us. You pretend to sit in moral judgment on us, yet it is always you betraying, murdering, lying. Tell me, how could we ever give you that kind of assurance and certainty” 
 
    I sighed. “You couldn’t. Ever.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So that’s why you have to die.” 
 
    I shot Fenninger first, right between the eyes. He didn’t move. He just sat there, looking astonished. Delta was next. He was getting to his feet, so the round went through his throat and crashed out through the back of his neck, destroying his vertebrae. Beta was half way across the room, running for the door. I put two rounds through his chest. He spun and staggered and fell, just like the stock market was going to do in the morning.  
 
    Ben was on his feet, aiming at me with a Colt .45 automatic. He didn’t shoot. I looked him in the eye. “Why?” I asked him. “Why do you always hold back? Why have you always stopped short of killing me? Why did you come here tonight, with them, knowing I must, surely, kill you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer at first. He just watched my face with an indecipherable expression on his own. There was pain in it, frustration and confusion. Finally he said, “You knew I would, so you must know why.” 
 
    I shot him in the chest twice. He winced, then frowned down at the bleeding holes. He looked at me, still frowning, astonished, betrayed! Blood oozed from his mouth. He reached out for the sofa, as though to steady himself, but his eyes rolled back in his head and he keeled over onto the floor. 
 
    I stood, filmed the scene on my cell phone, sent the file to Gantrie and left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The reception area smelled of bleach. Maria was sitting in one of the armchairs, watching the TV. She looked up as I came in. She didn’t say anything, just watched me. I took my kit bag, with the Emperor and the magnetic license plates, to my room and stashed everything under the bed, then came back and stood looking at the TV screen. There was a young, dark-haired woman holding a microphone. Behind her red and blue lights were flashing in a slow, steady rhythm. The white gate to Fenninger’s house had been rolled all the way back so that the ambulances and patrol cars could get in and out. Cops in short-sleeved uniforms were standing around, talking to each other, looking bored. The yellow police tape swayed slightly in the pre-dawn breeze. It all looked very banal and dull, strangely at odds with what the reporter was saying. 
 
    “…the detective I spoke to called it the most bizarre murder since Sharon Tate, but other people are saying that that doesn’t even begin to describe it. Marc, what started out as rumors only an hour ago have become a stark and shocking reality. I can confirm that Aaron Fenninger has been found, shot dead, with a single gunshot wound to the head, in his own living room…” 
 
    A male voice broke in and the girl pressed her ear, trying to listen. “Jade, that is shocking, can you confirm whether he was alone? Was there anybody with him?” 
 
    Jade nodded several times. “Marc, I can now confirm that Aaron Fenninger was not alone. There were other bodies found at the scene. And this is what makes this crime such a shocking one, and comparable in some ways to Sharon Tate. Not that the murder of a household name like Aaron Fenninger is not devastating in itself, but the people who were with him were none other than William Fencer, the IT magnate, CEO and founder of the PrimarySoft Corporation and widely reputed to be the single richest man in the world…” 
 
    “Jade, forgive me interrupting again but I think a lot of our viewers will be reeling with the shock of this news. Are you saying—can you confirm for us—that Aaron Fenninger and William Fencer were both found, together, in Fenninger’s living room, at one AM this morning, both shot and murdered?” 
 
    Jade was nodding again. “That is correct. That is correct, Marc. William Fencer had been shot, twice, through the chest. But it does not end there. Also in the room, also shot to death, was Myron Levy, creator, some would say legendary creator, of the social media phenomenon LetsConnect, who was killed by a single gunshot wound to the throat. Now it’s worth stressing, Marc…” 
 
    “Jade, I’m sorry to keep butting in, but this is absolutely shattering news and I just want to be sure, for our viewers, that I am getting it straight. Was there anybody else in the room with Fenninger, Fencer and Levy?” 
 
    “There are unconfirmed reports, Marc, that there was a fourth man, but it is all rather confusing because we are also hearing rumors that Aaron Fenninger was in fact hosting a party tonight at his home here in Malibu, and that there were a number of stars and celebrities here. It was apparently an informal gathering of friends and we are hearing that the fourth body might be that of one of those guests, celebrity names are being bandied about, but none of them has been confirmed. So, at this stage, all we know is that there may have been a fourth body. If there was a gathering, by the time we got here all of the guests had left, and the police are being extremely um, shall we say cautious with the information they are handing out.” 
 
    “Jade, any clue as to who might have carried out this devastating, horrific attack?” 
 
    Maria turned and looked at me. I ignored her. I was interested in what Jade would say. 
 
    “Again, unconfirmed as yet, Marc, but there are unofficial claims that this might have been the work of the so called FMW, or Free Mind Warriors, who claimed responsibility recently for the bombing of the UBC building in New York and the murder of the partners at Intelligent Imaging Consultants in downtown L.A. just the other night.” 
 
    Maria switched off the TV. “Is that your story? You are a terrorist?” 
 
    I thought of Jim, shook my head and smiled. “No. I am a destroyer, not a terrorist.” 
 
    “Did you kill those men?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know. Don’t ask.” 
 
    “They say this will damage the economy. The stock market will crash. PrimarySoft and LetsConnect could go bankrupt…” 
 
    I shook my head. “That would be too good to be true. That’s not going to happen. Somebody will step into their shoes and take over. I’m going to have a shower.” 
 
    I crossed the patio and went into my room, stripping my clothes as I went. I was suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion. I turned on the shower, but before I stepped in I called Marni’s secure number. She picked up after the third ring. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Are you watching the news?” 
 
    “Lacklan! No… Should I be?” 
 
    “Yes. Call Gibbons, tell him to watch too. Later today there will be a lot of footage going viral on the net. A man will contact you. He has all that footage. I can’t stay on much longer. Listen carefully. I need you to pay attention. Omega 1 has been annihilated. That’s Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta and Epsilon. Right now Omega is a headless chicken. You and Gibbons need to seize this, but Marni, be careful with Gibbons. He could become another Alpha.” 
 
    “Jesus… Are you OK?” 
 
    I didn’t answer for a moment, then I said, “Yeah, I’m OK. Now listen to me. You heard about UBC.” 
 
    “Yes. Was that you?” 
 
    “No. A Stanford professor is going to contact you and Gibbons. Jim Redbeard. He could be helpful to you.” 
 
    “Lacklan, I thought you were through with all this…” 
 
    “I’m doing what I need to do to end it.” 
 
    I hung up and went to the shower. I stood under the hot water for ten minutes, trying not to think. Trying not to relive the events of the night but they were there, living, burning ghosts in my mind. Finally I stepped out and started drying myself. I poured myself a whisky and sat on the bed to drink it. My eyes were closing. I wondered if I was drunk. 
 
    There was a knock on the door and before I could answer Maria stepped in. She looked worried. “A couple of detectives are here to see you.” 
 
    I frowned, pulled on some jeans and a shirt and crossed the patio to the reception. There were two plainclothes cops there. The older one was wearing a cheap, off the peg suit with vinyl shoes and a polyester tie. His partner was ten years younger and wearing jeans and a polo shirt. They both showed me their badges and the older one spoke. “My name is Detective Fernandez, this is Detective Olsen. Is that your ’68 Mustang parked outside, sir?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Would you mind telling us your name, please?” 
 
    I hesitated a moment. “Walker. Lacklan Walker. You want to tell me what this is about?” 
 
    Fernandez nodded while Olsen made a note. “You from L.A.?” 
 
    I sighed noisily. “I’m going to answer your question, Detective. Then you are going to tell me why you are asking, or this conversation is finished. I’m from Boston. Now, why the questions?” 
 
    “A car matching yours was involved in a homicide earlier tonight.” 
 
    I shook my head. “My car was not involved in any homicide tonight, Detective Fernandez. Did your witness get a license plate?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Have you compared it with mine?” 
 
    “Not yet, I thought I’d like to talk to you first.” 
 
    “Well, now you’ve talked to me, how about we have a look at the license plate and then you let me sleep?” 
 
    Fernandez turned to Olsen. “Have a look, run’em.” Olsen left and Fernandez asked me, “You mind telling me what you’re doing in L.A., Mr. Walker?” 
 
    “Minding my own business, Detective. And that’s exactly what it is, my business and none of yours.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and grew hostile. “Where were you tonight between ten and one?” 
 
    “I just told you it’s none of your goddamn business…” 
 
    Maria put a hand on my arm. “Lacklan, you are only going to make things worse with that attitude. The detectives are not interested in your personal life. They are investigating a homicide…” She turned to Fernandez. “He was with me, Detective. He came in…” She turned to Don, who was leaning on the reception desk, watching us. She said, “What? Half past ten? It was after the police left…” 
 
    He nodded. “About ten thirty.” 
 
    Maria turned back to Fernandez. “He came in and we went to his room. We stayed together in the room until half an hour ago.” 
 
    He glanced over at Don, who nodded his confirmation. Then he scowled at me. “Couldn’t you have told me that?” 
 
    “So you could go and tell my wife?” 
 
    “Ah! Gimme a break!” 
 
    Olsen came in. “Plates don’t match, Al. Car’s registered to Lacklan Walker of Weston, Massachusetts. Hood’s cold. Car ain’t been used in a while.” 
 
    Fernandez stared at me a long time. All his instincts were telling him that something was wrong, but he hadn’t a shred of evidence other than his gut. He turned to Maria. 
 
    “You had a problem earlier, you said?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Some gang members came in, threatening us, wanting protection or something.” She grinned over at Don, like she was real proud of him. “Don was real brave.” 
 
    Fernandez looked at me. “Where were you?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Out where?” 
 
    “Outside.” 
 
    “Where outside, wiseass?” 
 
    “You got some reason why you need to know?” 
 
    He had no answer for that, so he scowled at me again. 
 
    I said, “I didn’t think so, so how about you get off my back and go look for the owner of a Ford Mustang that has a hot hood and the right plates?” 
 
    He grunted, muttered something to Olsen and they went outside, climbed in their car and took off down the road. 
 
    I looked at Don, then Maria. “Thanks. I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning. I’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    Don shrugged, staring down at the counter. “You ain’t in my hair.” Then he looked up. “Where’d you learn that stuff?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. They’re not skills you really want to learn.” I thought about it a moment and added, “Maybe they’re not skills at all. Maybe it’s just a state of mind.” 
 
    He frowned, like he didn’t really know what I meant. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m going to get some sleep.” 
 
    In my room I stripped, sat on the bed and drained the last of the whiskey. I knew what was going to happen next, and I didn’t have the strength to fight it. There was a tap at the door. I said, “Come in.” 
 
    It opened and Maria was there, holding a bottle of Bushmills and two glasses. She held up the bottle for me to see. “This is the one you like, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “But I am really tired, Maria, and I really am married.” 
 
    “It’s OK, Gringo, I just came to say goodbye.” She stepped inside and closed the door with her foot. Then she stood looking at me a moment. “Lacklan Walker of Weston.” She put the glasses on the bedside table, poured a measure into each and handed me one. “So you are a real person after all.” 
 
    I took the glass and stared at it. Then I touched her glass with mine. “Yeah. I guess, after all, I am a real person now.” 
 
    We drank. And then I slept. 
 
    Alone. 
 
   


 
  

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    I was at my desk, looking through the leaded windows at the lawn outside. It seemed unnaturally vibrant and green in the sunshine. My study was dark by contrast, except for a patch of light that lay, like one of Dali’s clocks, warped across the corner of my desk, crisscrossed with twisted shadows. Small columns of dust drifted in the rays of light that leaned in through the leaded glass to form it. 
 
    I leaned back in my leather chair and sighed. The phone I held to my ear remained stubborn in its silence. I saw the minute hand on the old clock on my wall inch forward. Then there was the sound of somebody sitting down and the receiver rattled. 
 
    “Mr. Walker?” 
 
    “Sheriff.” 
 
    “I am sorry to have kept you waiting so long. There really is nothing I can add to what I have already told you. Our records indicate that there were three bodies at the scene. Not four.” 
 
    I sighed. “You are the sheriff for the Lost Hill and Malibu area…” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I already told you that.” 
 
    “So you, personally, must have been present at the scene…” 
 
    “Like I already told you, Mr. Walker, I cannot comment on an open investigation. What is your interest in this case, sir?” 
 
    “I’m writing a book, and I have reliable information that there was another body.” 
 
    “What information? You are aware that withholding information pertaining to a murder investigation…” 
 
    “My source has already spoken to your people. That’s why I am surprised that you have no record of a fourth body.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence. “Mr. Walker, sir, this conversation is going in circles. I have given you all the information that I can. There was, categorically, no fourth body. Now you have a great day.” 
 
    The line went dead. Kenny must have been waiting outside because as soon as I hung up there was a tap on the door and it opened. He stepped in. 
 
    “Sir, the senator and Miss Marni have arrived. I have shown them into the drawing room.” 
 
    “Bring them in here, will you, Kenny?” 
 
    “Shall I serve coffee, sir?” 
 
    I nodded and he went away. I stood and went to the window. From here the green looked less intense. I could make out small meadow flowers. The gardener walked past pushing a barrow. He was still working on the orchard. I felt a moment’s guilt because I didn’t know his name. Abi knew his name. To me he was just the gardener. 
 
    A voice behind me made me turn. Kenny was closing the door and Senator Cyndi MacFarlane was standing looking at me, and by her side was Marni. 
 
    I went to them and we kissed on the cheek, hiding the stiff, awkward formality which we felt. I gestured toward the nest of chesterfields which sat around the cold fireplace. “Kenny is bringing coffee,” I said. “If you’d rather something else…” 
 
    They muttered that coffee was fine and we sat. They both watched me. I spread my hands. “You are both old friends. Abi and I are going to be married, as you both know, and your visit here is simply as old friends to congratulate us. This conversation never happened. That goes,” I said, looking at the senator, “for you especially, Cyndi. You cannot be a party to what I am about to tell you.” 
 
    Marni’s cheeks had colored slightly. “Philip should have been a part of this conversation, Lacklan.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him. His ambition is out of control. You can tell him whatever you like, once you leave here. But you must both know that there are parts of this story which I will deny, and which can never be proved.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “I went to L.A. and I murdered Alpha, Beta, Delta and Epsilon. The murders you have heard about at Aaron Fenninger’s house were those murders.” 
 
    Marni nodded. “We had our suspicions about William Fencer, and Levy,” She shook her head. “But, Lacklan, what about Alpha?” 
 
    “My man sent you the footage. You saw the fourth body.” 
 
    Cyndi made a face. “You can see a body, Lacklan, but with all due respect, it isn’t clear at all.” 
 
    I turned to Marni. “It was Ben.” 
 
    She sat forward. “Ben?” 
 
    “Working behind the scenes all along. A double bluff. It explains the power he had, the way he used to order senior members around. It struck me when we were in the Omega office in Washington, the way he spoke to the former president was odd, to say the least[3]. But the penny never dropped.” 
 
    “Your father must have known.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, he must have known.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he tell you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s one of several questions I have unanswered.” 
 
    Cyndi sighed. “The other is, where is he now?” 
 
    There was a tap at the door and Kenny came in with a tray of coffee and biscuits. After he’d left, Marni poured. It came naturally to her and she didn’t seem to question it. She had grown up in that house. I pushed the thought from my mind. 
 
    “I just got off the phone with the Malibu and Lost Hills Sheriff’s Department. They are adamant there is no fourth body. I know the Feds were involved in the investigation, but they tell me they were just observers and they had no jurisdiction.” 
 
    Marni handed Cyndi a cup. “I’ve watched three interviews so far with celebrities who were at the party. They all claim that after the prostitutes arrived, everybody else left.” 
 
    Cyndi narrowed her eyes at me. “That was a cruel stroke, Lacklan. Why did you do it?” 
 
    I took my cup from Marni and sat back to think for a moment. 
 
    “I had a couple of reasons. My first, and most important, was that I did not want Fenninger to become a martyr. I wanted him discredited in the public’s eyes, and in the eyes of his wife and children too.” I paused. “But there was something else which is harder to explain. He was part of a great machine that was manufacturing an ideal which is totally unobtainable. The word that kept being used was ‘role model’. It’s like Julius Caesar’s bread and circus, only much more sinister than that. Because this circus is a trap. It’s a circus that makes you aspire to the dreams it creates, so that in the end you are living in a world of unreal aspirations, trying to escape from reality and live in that dream. That is a big part of the way they manipulate people’s minds. I wanted to show the world that those dreams are not real. What better way than exposing Fenninger as a fraud?” 
 
    She made a face that was doubtful and also skeptical, but she said, “Well, it seems to have worked. His name is being dragged through the mire. I’m not sure it’s a kindness to his wife and kids.” 
 
    I looked at her hard. “The truth isn’t always nice, Cyndi. Sometimes it sucks, big time. But it is always better than a lie. I think all of us in this room know that.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Point taken.” 
 
    “So what happened with Ben?” 
 
    I shook my head and took a deep breath. “I shot him twice in the chest and I watched him die. I can only think that Omega personnel went to the scene and intercepted the body. We can only guess at the chaos that is going on inside Omega now. With any luck it will mean the end of that organization. Omega One and Omega Alpha are both defunct.” I shook my head. “And Ben’s body has either been cremated or buried in an unmarked grave somewhere.” 
 
    Marni asked, “So what about Omega now?” But she addressed the question to Cyndi. 
 
    Cyndi turned and looked at me. “You killed all of Omega One, that’s the branch that dealt with the English speaking world. Omega Two controls the EU, Three controls Latin America, Four has control of Africa and the Middle East—and the oil. And Four is what used to be the Communist Block Russia, China, the Far East. Each one of those is very powerful in its own right, and there is very little that we can do to influence them. The most we can do is try to avoid them taking root here again.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “That’s not an easy task.” 
 
    She nodded. “I agree, and as far as I am concerned our best bet is coming clean with the public about what lies ahead.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment. Marni set down her cup. “The coming drought will help, if that’s the right word. It will give people like you and me, and Philip, the chance to talk about the changes that are coming.” 
 
    Cyndi was nodding again. “The issue of population is central…” 
 
    I raised a hand. “Before we get onto the topic of politics, you both need to talk to Jim Redbeard.” I smiled at Marni. “He is everything you wanted me to be.” 
 
    Her cheeks went red. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    I ignored her and went on, “He is a warrior. He understands the importance and the value of violence, but he is intelligent enough to be a political player. And where Gibbons has all the right instincts to create a new Omega, Redbeard has all the right instincts to destroy it. He will be a good ally for you.” 
 
    They both stared at me for a long moment. Then Cyndi asked the question. “Do I take it that you are, definitely, withdrawing from the fight this time?” 
 
    I gave a single nod. “There is no fight anymore, Cyndi. If you guys play your cards right, Omega should die quietly in the night. Bits of it may survive here and there, but the big, global monster has been decapitated. My work is done. Now it is up to you.” 
 
    We talked a little more about this and that, and after a while Cyndi glanced at Marni and smiled. To me she said, “Abi has promised to show me the orchard, and I gather you guys have stuff to talk about. I’ll catch you at lunch.” 
 
    She got up and left. 
 
    Marni and I sat in silence for a moment. Then I stood and opened the French windows onto the lawn. She followed me out and we made our way across the grass and into the woods. We didn’t talk. We followed a path we had followed a thousand times as kids. It led, wending this way and that, down to Sudbury Road, and from there to the church where my father was buried.  
 
    We made our way through the church grounds until we came to the graveyard, and there we found my family’s plot, and his grave. Our plot was next to the Gilberts’ plot, and her own father was buried less than thirty yards away. 
 
    We stood in silence, in the late morning sun, under the New England sky, among the oaks, the yews, the holly and the pine trees, listening to the endless chatter and babble of the birds, the quiet, desultory buzz of a bee, the distant murmur of conversation between the pastor and a small group who stood chatting to him in the sun.  
 
    Marni said suddenly, “He killed my father in order to save me.”  
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “And I killed him, because he killed my father; because he represented to me everything that my father despised and fought against.” 
 
    I looked at her but said nothing. 
 
    After a moment she went on, “But my father loved him as a friend.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Lacklan. I don’t understand any of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “They were just people. They were fallible. They met, they liked each other and over the years they became good friends. Your father followed a path of learning at the university. My father became a power broker. Before he knew it he had sold himself to Omega. When they told him to kill your father, he did the only thing he could.” 
 
    She looked at me. “He told him.” 
 
    “Yes, and like good friends they did it together, to save not just you, but your mother and me and my mother.” 
 
    She put her hand gently on my arm. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “That…” She took a deep breath, then started again. “I was going to say that it didn’t work out, but that would be dishonest, and you deserve honesty. I’m sorry I failed you. I should have stood by you and believed in you. Abi is a better woman than me in that sense. A better person. I’m glad you have her.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. In the end I said, “We had our moment. It got very complicated.” 
 
    Across the graveyard, not far from our plot, I noticed a man digging a fresh grave. I wondered, absently, who in the neighborhood had died. We turned and started walking back toward the house. I said to Marni, “How well did you know Ben?” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “Nobody knew him very well. He kept very much to himself. I think your father was the only man who really knew him. They were very close. Why?” 
 
    We stopped at the verge of the road. A hearse was approaching. There were no mourners, just the car, and the small group of two men and a woman, in a pale blue suit, talking to the priest. They had stopped talking now and were watching the hearse as it pulled in and stopped. 
 
    I frowned. “It was very strange, Marni. Ben had many opportunities to kill me, but he never even tried. Whenever he was able, in fact, he tried to spare me. You too. In L.A., he didn’t need to go to Fenninger’s house, but he did, and he took Beta and Gamma with him. He knew I was going to kill them. He knew I was going to kill him. I asked him.” I turned to face her. “I asked him why. But he wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    I shrugged again. “I asked him why he had come, and he just said, ‘You knew I would.’ He felt…” I shook my head, screwed up my face, trying to understand. “He felt that I had betrayed him.” 
 
    Something drew me across the road. Marni followed me and we approached the hearse as the undertakers pulled the coffin from the back. They hoisted it on their shoulders and began the slow, steady walk toward the open grave that gaped, waiting, under an ancient yew tree. They lowered him in, threw in the ropes and the pastor began, “Dust to dust, ashes to ashes…” 
 
    We stayed and listened. I studied the two men and the woman, wondering who they were. I didn’t recognize them. They looked unremarkable. When the pastor had finished they shook his hand and left, driving away in a dark saloon. The reverend approached us, smiling. “Marni, Lacklan, how lovely to see you. It’s been a very long time. How are you both?” 
 
    I made noncommittal noises and Marni told him she now lived and worked in Oxford. We fell into step, walking toward the church. I pointed back at the grave, where the gravedigger was shoveling the earth over the cask. 
 
    “Who was that, Reverend? I didn’t recognize any of those people, and I noticed you didn’t mention a name.” 
 
    He stopped and frowned at me. “Well, Lacklan, I believe he was a relative of yours. His plot actually falls within your family’s plot, but it was added by your father, a few years back.” 
 
    I went cold. “My father extended the family plot, to include a space for this person?” 
 
    “Indeed. I didn’t mention a name because apparently in his will, he asked for his name to be omitted as he claimed to be a, and I quote, nameless soul. But he did, of course, have a name.” 
 
    I tried to suppress my impatience and smiled. “What was it?” 
 
    “Benjamin. Benjamin Walker.” 
 
    The world seemed to rock. The reverend frowned at me and Marni took my arm. I told him I was OK and Marni walked me slowly back down the road toward my house. We walked in silence until we had cleared the woods and emerged into the broad lawns that swept down from the French windows outside my study. Then I stopped and turned to face her. 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t know, Lacklan. Don’t jump to any conclusions.” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation. It explains everything.” 
 
    “You don’t know. It could be a coincidence. He was Ben Smith, not Walker. Benjamin is not such an unusual name. It could be just a coincidence, Lacklan. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. It’s what he was trying to tell me. It explains why he refused to kill me. It explains why he looked out for me. For you. For us both.” 
 
    “Lacklan…” 
 
    “My father exacted the same promise from him that he demanded from me.” 
 
    “Lacklan, stop.” 
 
    “When he was dying he made me promise that I would look out for you and keep you safe. When Ben came to see me in Wyoming he told me my father was dying. He loved my father. My father had told him he had cancer, but he hadn’t. It was a lie, but he knew somehow that his time was running out. He knew that he was going to die. One of us, you or me, one of us would kill him and he knew it. He probably thought it would be me.” 
 
    “Lacklan you don’t know any of this.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know this much, he had decided to betray Omega. That alone meant his life was at risk. When he knew his time was running out, he told Ben to look out for you and me, and protect us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense, Lacklan! How could he do that? Why would Ben agree to such a thing? It’s crazy!” 
 
    I gripped her arms, looking deep into her eyes, “Marni, don’t you see it? My father asked him because you were like a daughter to him, he promised your father to care for you as though you were his own. I was his son and despite the fact that I hated him, he loved me. Family was everything to my father, but you and I detested everything that Omega stood for….” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “He took Ben in, saw his potential, coached him and guided him, reared him as an heir apparent to become Alpha. But my father always had sway over him. That was why he remained as my father’s supposed assistant, because my father was his father. Ben was my brother, Marni, and I killed him.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “He looked out for us both, he stood between us and what Omega wanted to do to us. His overriding desire was always that we join Omega and try to change it from within. He gave us every opportunity to do that. And I betrayed him at every step. Just as I betrayed you and my father. And now I have killed him, my own brother.” 
 
    Across the vibrant, green lawn Abi, Cyndi, Primrose and Sean came strolling, talking and laughing around the side of the house. Abi saw us and waved. I stared at her. A terrible knot twisted in my belly and I felt a single hot tear touch the corner of my mouth. 
 
    Marni touched my arm. “Lacklan,” she said. “You have them. They are now. You are strong and good. Honor the dead by being strong and good for the living.” 
 
   


 
  

 * * * 
 
    What'd you think? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ready for the next mission? 
 
    The next book in the OMEGA series is currently being written. Sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished though, so it's pretty relaxed. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up! 
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