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 ONE 
 
      
 
    I was in Baja looking for Klaus Vanderbrook because he owed me ten grand from a cage fight where my boy had come through against the odds. The odds were ten to one on the Turk, who was six-two, two hundred pounds and hadn’t lost a fight in the last two years; but I laid a thousand bucks on the Chink because I liked the way he danced. He was five two and wiry, but he was quick. Real quick. In the second round he slipped under the Turk’s guard, broke his knee with a back kick, then broke his sternum with an elbow, got his head in an arm lock and broke his neck. My thousand was suddenly ten grand, but when I went to collect, Klaus Vanderbrook was gone. 
 
    I’d met Vanderbrook at the Blues Club, down a back alley between St. Joseph Street and Carondelet Street, in New Orleans. He was real drunk and looked unhappy. He looked unhappy the way men do when they wake up from their life’s dream and discover that their reality is a nightmare. He was drinking vodka neat and shouting a lot in a mixture of Dutch and English about how pretty soon his villa on Calle Pinos, in Las Palmas, Ensenada, was going to be prime seaside real estate. He was shouting a lot of other stuff too, about how things were going to change, and the power brokers would become princes. It didn’t make a lot of sense, at the time. 
 
    Then he started mouthing about how the Turk was going to kill the Chink because all that mattered in this world was power. Everything, he said, was subjugated to power. He was standing next to me at the bar, shouting at anyone who would listen and a lot who wouldn’t, so I asked him if he’d ever seen a TVR Griffith hit a small patch of oil at 200 mph. He asked me what the hell I was talking about and I told him when big power slips, it crashes hard. He laughed in my face and told me, “Fuck you! Ten to one on the Turk! Asshole!” I told him a thousand bucks and we shook on it. 
 
    I don’t know who I am. I should clarify that. I woke up one day in the New Mexico desert with no idea of who I was or how I got there. But I had a few things clear in my mind: a hatred of drug dealers which earned me the name El Verdugo — the Executioner, the determination to find out who I was, and a few basic principles. 
 
    One of them was that in life—and that includes bets and deals—you honor your commitments. And you don’t lie unless your life depends on it. So when Vanderbrook disappeared from the Blues Club I decided to take a trip down to Ensenadas in Baja and pay him a visit at his villa on Calle Pinos. Five minutes on the Mexican paginas blancas on my laptop had given me his house number, and a Hertz car I’d picked up at the airport got me to his address as the sun was starting to bleed over the horizon. Even with the sun going down it was hot, and the air was full of the dry sound of cicadas. 
 
    Calle Pinos was in a leafy suburb and Vanderbrook’s house was a two-story villa with a swimming pool in back set among palm trees and shrubs. The orange-tiled roof was turning pink in the dying sun, like the wooden nameplate that read The Lotus Garden beside the iron gate. The gate was open and there was nothing telling me to beware of the dog, so I stepped through and followed the irregular paving slabs across the lawn to the front door. 
 
    It was that time in the evening when the heat is still hanging in the air, but the light turns a grainy blue-gray, and, if you’re in the right kind of neighborhood, you start to smell barbequed meat and hear civilized laughter and the tinkle of ice in tall glasses. Across the road, warm light was glowing behind tame cacti in drawing-room windows and patios.  
 
    Only there was no light spilling from Vanderbrook’s windows, and the only sounds were the lapping of water in his swimming pool and the high-pitched sawing of the cicadas on the hot air. I rang the bell and hammered on the door but there was no reply. So I took a walk round the back and explored his shrubs and his palms, and stood staring into his pool for a while. Then I opened his French windows with one of my skeleton keys and stepped into his ground floor. It was dark, silent and oppressively warm. I figured the doors and windows hadn’t been opened in a while. 
 
    I didn’t put the lights on. I waited for my eyes to adjust and then had a look around. The downstairs was a big dining-room-sitting-room affair that opened onto the patio through the French windows. Beyond it was an open-plan kitchen-diner. There was no one there and everything looked clean and tidy, as though it hadn’t been disturbed recently. There was a staircase from the sitting room to the top floor. I climbed it into shadows, and as I ascended I had a prickling feeling on the back of my neck.  
 
    At the top there was a landing with three doors. They were all closed but one, at the far end. That was the one I wanted. It led into a room that was illuminated by early evening light reflecting off the sea. There were open French windows and the light was making silhouettes out of a palm tree, a balustrade, a round table and a chair, and a man who was sitting in the chair looking out over the garden, the pool and the ocean beyond. I walked quietly down the landing and stood in the doorway watching him sit in his chair on the terrace. I could see now the pale moon sitting over the sea, and his thin, sandy hair moving in the evening breeze. It was the only thing about him that was moving.  
 
    I took a Camel and poked it in my mouth, but I didn’t light it. I stepped out onto the balcony and looked down at Vanderbrook. He was staring thoughtfully past his knees at the terracotta tiles. His hands were resting on the arms of the chair, bound tightly with what looked like wire coat hangers. There was no sign of how he had died. The only blood was from the toothpicks which had been jammed under his fingernails. I walked behind him and squatted down. I had to move the wisps of hair from the base of his skull, but I found the wound. It was a small, round bruise with a small black puncture at the center. An ice pick. It had never really been improved upon for a clean, silent kill. 
 
    I stepped back into the dark house and pulled my pencil-flashlight from my inside pocket. I turned it on, played the beam around the room and found it was some kind of a study. There was a Mac on a desk to my left, and there were low bookcases against all the walls. To my right there were three filing cabinets, a small sofa and a lamp on a small, heavy, marble-topped table. Some other time I might have nosed around to find out what he was about. Maybe I should have done that, but I was there for my ten grand, and with his body sitting on the balcony I didn’t feel like hanging around all that much.  
 
    I sat behind his desk, pulled open the drawers and let the light rest on the contents. There was nothing there but paper and ink, a stapler and some boxes of staples. There was also a passport. I picked it up and opened it. There were a lot of stamps, at least half of them seemed to be entering and leaving Colombia, though there were also stamps from Holland, Denmark, Spain and the UK, as well as a whole bunch from the USA. I smiled to myself. Maybe he was in the coffee trade. I wiped my prints off, stood up and crossed the room to the filing cabinets. They weren’t locked so I knew what I was going to find. Nothing but files. 
 
    The bedroom windows were closed and the room was pitch black. When I shone the flashlight in, the shadows made the bed look like a tomb in a crypt. I stepped into the gloom and crouched down beside it, and shone the light underneath. I found exactly what I expected, a pair of shoes and a couple of Samsonite suitcases. I took hold of one of them and pulled it out, put my cigarette behind my ear and stuck the torch between my teeth, shining it down on the latches. Then I popped the case open. The thing I saw just before the wire went around my neck was a case empty but for a fistful of paper bands. Each one had $10,000 printed on it. Then a knee was in my back and the wire was around my neck, tightening, cutting off my air. The torch dropped from my mouth and the beam spun crazily around the room, making big black shadows bounce off the walls. 
 
    The strength in my attacker’s arms was frightening. It felt like the wire was cutting right through my throat. But I knew from experience, if you think about your neck when you’re being strangled you’re going to die. You have to think about the other guy’s hands. And that’s what I did. I reached in my pocket and pulled out my old, brass Zippo. I could feel my face swelling and my eyes beginning to pop, my lungs were going into spasm and my head reeling. But the action was automatic. My thumb flipped the lid and spun the wheel. The flint sparked and the wick caught. Then I caught the stench of singeing flesh just before he screamed. 
 
    I was rolling and clawing at my throat, wheezing for breath. Over the noise of my gasping I could hear his feet staggering back, and he was still screaming with pain. I was behind the torch, and in the glow of its beam I could just make out his shadow, moving forward again to where I had been kneeling. Maybe he could see the bulk of the Samsonite and mistook it for me. He moved real quick and stamped hard down on the case. There was a loud, jarring smack.  
 
    I didn’t give him time to register the surprise. I had the bedside lamp in my hand and I smashed it against his head. It should have put out his lights. It would have killed a smaller man. He just grunted, and with the speed of a snake his left hand had my wrist and was twisting against the joint. My shoulder was going to pop but I knew if I turned my back on him, I was dead. I still had the light fitment and rod from the lamp in my hand, and I stabbed it hard up into his armpit. He grunted again and let go, but as he did it he spun into a roundhouse kick which knocked the wind out of me and sent me crashing through the door and onto the landing.  
 
    I felt like a voodoo doll with needles of pain stabbing through my chest. I looked up and saw his shadow looming, striding out of the room toward me, with the light from my flashlight glowing behind him. I couldn’t see it, but I figured he had the ice pick in his hand. I knew I was beat and used what little strength I had left to scramble back into the study, toward the balcony.  
 
    I was on the floor, against the wall, and he was standing silhouetted in the doorway. I guess he couldn’t see me, because he hesitated. I could have run in that moment, and vaulted over the balustrade into the pool. I might just have made it. But I wanted my ten grand, and I knew the only chance I had of getting it was by finding out who this guy was. So I reached out and switched on the lamp.  
 
    I knew him.  
 
    I also knew I had four seconds maximum. So I’d braced my legs to move fast, and as he squinted into the light I took the marble-topped table by the leg and swung it as I stood. I caught him full in the temple. I heard the air hiss between his teeth as he fell back against the doorframe. I knew this guy was tough, so I stepped forward and hit him again, across the back of his head. He sprawled. I dropped the table and limped back into the bedroom with my lungs still hurting. There was no point trying to keep things quiet anymore, so I switched on the overhead and picked my flashlight up off the floor. Back on the landing again, I flipped that light on too.  
 
    The guy had got up off his face and was on his knees, holding his head in his hands. He should have been as dead as Vanderbrook. I stared at him, and it was then I noticed there was a USB flash drive poking out of the hip pocket of his jacket. And there was another one lying on the floor a little ways behind him. I stepped over, picked it up and slipped it in my pocket. I thought about going back to get the wire from the bedroom. Instead I kicked him hard in the back of the head. He slumped forward and lay still. I took the other flash drive. On the floor next to him was the ice pick. I took it and hammered it through his vertebrae into the stem of his brain. 
 
    I wiped my prints off the ice pick and anything else I might have touched, and went down the stairs, out into the garden and up the road to my car. I didn’t hang around. I followed Calle Pinos up to the Autovía Transpeninsular and followed that down into Ensenada. While I was driving I pulled the cigarette out from behind my ear, poked it back in my mouth and lit it with my Zippo. My whole body was hurting bad, but I had to smile. Who says smoking’s bad for your health? 
 
    Then I started to think. I had recognized the guy at Vanderbrook’s. I had seen him at the Blues Club a few times. He was known as Harry the Teeth on account of he could bite through most things, and often did. He was one of the full-contact cage fighters, and he’d been there the night I’d laid the bet with Vanderbrook. Thinking back, I remembered him leaning on the cage watching the Turk and the Chink squaring up to each other. I didn’t pay any attention to him then because I was too busy watching the fight; plus there had been a lot of shouting, and banging on the wire, the air had been thick with smoke and the lights were dim. But now I wondered if he hadn’t been looking past me, behind me. Past me and behind me would have been Vanderbrook, and the more I thought about it the more I was convinced that had been the case.  
 
    I tried to remember who he’d been talking to. I couldn’t see him with anyone in my mind’s eye, but thinking about what I’d found in Vanderbrook’s house—the Colombia stamps in his passport, the Samsonite suitcase and the money-bands—you didn’t need to be Einstein to see that it all added up to coke and H. Vanderbrook was a dealer—a loudmouth Dutch dealer working with Colombians in Mexico. It was a cinch he’d upset somebody. And by the number of stamps—and paper bands—he was operating at a high level. 
 
    There were not that many high-level dealers in New Orleans, and anything going down there would have to go through Russian Pete. New Orleans was Pete’s territory, and it was a fair bet that was who Vanderbrook had upset. Upset him enough to get an ice pick in the neck.  
 
    But there were a couple of things that didn’t make a lot of sense, aside from the question, who the hell uses a Samsonite case anymore? First, judging by the number of visas, Vanderbrook was a very busy guy, but his house was not palatial or luxurious. It was nice, but it wasn’t what you’d associate with a high-level dealer. It was also odd that operating at that level, he had managed to stay below the radar. The other thing was, I would never have figured Harry the Teeth for a hit man. In the fight world he was practically a celebrity. So who the hell uses a celebrity as a hit man?  
 
    There were the usual delays at Ensenada Airport because the runways had melted again. Midday temperatures of fifty degrees Celsius in the shade were becoming the norm down here now, and they’d had to cancel the afternoon flights and cool the tarmac down with hoses. I paid first class and got myself a seat on an 8:00 AM flight into Louis Armstrong. That gave me twelve hours to kill. 
 
    I took the Transpeninsular back into town, turned south on Boulevard Estancia and parked on the corner of the Paseo Maritimo, Acapulco. I grabbed a table at the Mariscos El Barbajan restaurant on the beach and ordered a dozen oysters and a bottle of ice-cold Muga.  
 
    The ocean breeze didn’t do much to reduce the heat, but I sat smoking, sipping my wine and looking at the ocean. It was like a sheet of black glass, with the lights of the Banda and the yachts winking quietly out of the darkness. I had a crazy idea they were whispering something at me, something I didn’t want to know, but put it down to tiredness and the bruised pain in my neck and my chest. 
 
    After I’d eaten I ordered a Bushmills and told the waiter to bring me the Ensenada Times. It was an English-language paper pitched at American tourists.  
 
    The front-page story was the same story that had been on all the front pages across Europe and the States for the past couple of weeks. José da Silva, the president of Brazil, had decided to sue the G8 nations, through the International Court of Justice, for negligent damage to the Earth’s environment and climate. Not only that, he had persuaded all the other nations of the South American continent to join him as joint plaintiffs. They wanted trillions in damages, but they also wanted an order obliging the G8 to repair the damage they had done. 
 
    Ariela van de Lege, the president of the European Commission, and Bob Rice, the president of the USA, had both confidently predicted that the ICJ would wipe the tears of mirth from their eyes and throw the case back in da Silva’s face. That hadn’t happened. The Ensenada Times headline read, “ICJ GIVES GO-AHEAD TO DA SILVA.” I threw my head back and gave a big laugh. I like it when the small guy lands one on the button. 
 
    I read through the article. The British Prime Minister was hedging his bets, making conciliatory noises about an important matter being aired in a legitimate international forum, and van de Lege and Rice were both blustering about the ICJ overstepping its jurisdiction. Rice was quoted saying, “It is still very far from proven that global warming is a direct consequence of burning fossil fuels. There is a growing body of evidence that it is not; that this is just part of a natural cycle. You know, fifteen thousand years ago sixty percent of the Earth’s ice melted away as a result of global warming. Well, helo-o, the G8 were not around back then, were they? So who caused that climate change?” 
 
    But the interesting quote was from da Silva himself. There was a picture of him, gaunt and bearded, holding up a sheaf of papers. “To those who claim the G8 have not caused these catastrophic changes in the climate, I say, stop running from your responsibility. I will adduce proof—conclusive proof for the whole world to see—that you have done this, and exactly what the consequences will be. The time has come for you to pay!” 
 
    I put down the paper and smoked a Camel over a second glass of whiskey, watching the whispering lights on the black sea. I thought I knew what they were saying now. They were telling me the world was going to change. The world was already changing.  
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
    When I got back to New Orleans the next morning it was already hot, and the sky was that kind of white-blue that tells you the afternoon is going to be strictly mad dogs. 
 
    I had rented a small apartment above Larry’s Mexican Restaurant on Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard. He, Larry, was my landlord. He was also a damn good cook and the stepfather of a girl I’d taken out a couple of times. Her name was Adrienne Celeste, and when we didn’t go out, sometimes she’d come up to my place and we’d eat her dad’s takeout and watch a movie on TV. We weren’t exactly an item, but she was smart and fun, and she looked like a million bucks, so we weren’t exactly only friends, either.  
 
    Before climbing the eight flights of stairs to my apartment, I put my head in Larry’s door to let him and Adrienne know I was back. He was a six-six Canadian with almost no hair and a chest the size of a wooden beer cask. He was behind the bar cutting lemons, saw me and directed a slow smile at the fruit between his fingers. 
 
    “Hey, dude, how’d it go?” 
 
    I smiled. “Not great. Guy I went to see was indisposed. Adrienne around?” 
 
    He gave his head a single shake. “Working on her thesis. I’ll tell her you’re here.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment. “I’m dead beat, Larry. I’ll catch a few hours’ sleep. Tell her I’ll see her this evening.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I gave him the thumbs-up and dragged my legs and bruised ribs up to the attic. I stripped, left my clothes on the floor and stood under a hot shower for fifteen minutes. Then I opened all the windows and lay on the bed without drying myself off. After five minutes the water from the shower had evaporated and been replaced by sweat. I slipped into a bruised, troubled sleep. 
 
    I woke up at 7:00 PM, had another shower and made coffee while I dressed. I had the coffee black and strong with scrambled eggs on rye. It was while I was eating that I saw a voice message on my cell. I reached over and played it while I chewed. It was from Olaf. 
 
    “Hello…” There was a long pause after that. I could hear him breathing. It was as though he was calculating what to say. Then he went on, “I was thinking, it would be good to get together. Maybe come and we can have something to eat… Soon. Why not call me? Or just come down when you get this message.” There was another long silence then, as if he didn’t want to hang up. Finally he said, “I wonder—I wonder if a friend of mine has been in touch…” More silence and after a moment he hung up, like he’d given up. 
 
    Me and Olaf didn’t go back a long way, but the history we had was intense. He had saved my life, and helped me to start coming to terms with my loss of memory—and the loss of identity that had gone with it.  
 
    He had been a medical doctor, a surgeon, a psychiatrist and a hypnotherapist, and also a philosopher and a seeker for truth. He had been the best in his medical field, owned a mansion in Los Angeles, an Aston Martin and a Ferrari; his client list had included senators, aristocrats and billionaires. Then, one day he’d just given it all up. He handed everything over to his wife, laughed out loud, and bought himself a shack in the New Mexico desert. 
 
    He had, literally, found me, lying unconscious in the desert, while I was doing what I do, hunting down parasites and eliminating them, and he had healed me and shown me a different reality: one which coexists with our familiar reality, but is not visible to most people. I am not a philosopher. I am not aware of being in search of truth. But he opened my eyes to an understanding that if I wanted to find out who I was, I had to start looking at reality in a different way. He told me, “The past does not tell you who you are, your memory does.” 
 
    I had told him, “I have amnesia, Olaf. I have no memory. My memory tells me I am nothing.” 
 
    He had just smiled and nodded. But in search of memories, I had wound up in New Orleans. Apparently Cyndi McFarlane, senator for Louisiana, had known me back when I had known myself; before I woke up in a Jeep in the New Mexico desert with only empty blankness in my mind. 
 
    I had tried phoning, emailing and writing, but getting in touch with Senator McFarlane was not easy. All I had managed to get so far was a lot of paper-free bullshit. So I had come here in person three weeks earlier to try to contact her physically. My intention had been to go to DC, but word was that she was in New Orleans, and that was where she spent most of her time. So that was where I was, and in that time I had had no word from Olaf—until now. 
 
    I picked up the phone and called him back. It rang six times and connected me to his answering service. 
 
    “Olaf, it’s me…” Several people had suggested I adopt a name. But I didn’t want a name until I knew who I was. “I was traveling and had the phone switched off. I’m back now. Call me, or I’ll try you again later.” 
 
    I hung up and sat and thought for a while, then called down to Larry and told him I wanted to speak to Adrienne. The line was quiet a while before her voice came on. It was like the full moon over the ocean, or the smell of frying bacon. However often you experienced it, you were never prepared for how good it really was. I smiled, even though she couldn’t see me, and said, “I’m taking you out tonight. Wear something expensive. I’ll pick you up at ten.”  
 
    She said, “Yeah? You taking me somewhere nice?”  
 
    I said, “No. I’m taking you somewhere expensive. We’ll go somewhere nice after.” 
 
    I hung up and stepped into the evening heat. First I had a second coffee and a Bushmills at Rafa’s Diner on Euterpe Street, caught up with Rafa, then picked up my three-week-old TVR Griffith and was outside Larry’s at nine fifty. 
 
    Adrienne was never late, just like she never talked about shopping, she wasn’t afraid of mice or spiders and had no interest in fashion. But like I said before, she looked like a million bucks wrapped for Christmas, she was smart and she liked a good cage fight. Now she stepped out of Larry’s restaurant in a dark gold, Chinese silk dress I’d bought her, that was clinging to her like it never wanted to let go. I knew how it felt.  
 
    She edged through the summer evening crowd, slid into the car like the suggestion of an especially expensive sin, and said, “Where are we going?” I hit the gas and moved down Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard toward Howard Avenue and the Central Business Sector. I had the soft top down to let the breeze in. I said, “The Gulag. It’s an expensive club owned by Russian Pete.” 
 
    “Russian Pete? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. He has business interests across the South. I met him in Arizona. He holds court at the Gulag with a lot of film stars and aristocrats. We do each other favors sometimes. Right now I need a favor.” 
 
    She nodded and looked ahead, out of the windscreen. “It didn’t go well in Ensenada, then?” 
 
    I shook my head. After a moment I said, “He won’t want you there while we’re talking, but there are some card tables. You play a couple of hands, I won’t be long, then we can go up to the Orleans Marina and have some dinner…” 
 
    She looked at me and smiled, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    The Gulag was on Fulton Street, on the corner of an alley that had no name, but where, so it was said, many men had died. Johan, the Polish gorilla on the door, knew me and smiled and touched his top hat as we went in. It was a retro club, where they played revival jazz and the lights were kept low. Smoking was permitted because Pete owned the mayor’s office and they’d created a loophole for him where the Gulag was listed as a smoking club, so the atmosphere was dense and the smell was strong.  
 
    Pete was a fan of the early 20th-century American music scene, and there was usually a black band in black shades playing on the stage in back. Patrons were required to wear either period retro revival clothes, or the latest in transparent Chill clothes. Right now there was a sax bending itself around what sounded like an homage to Stan Getz, and the dance floor was dotted with dedicated dancers in double breasted jackets and baggy pants, and transparent Chill vests and skirts. The classic clothes looked good, but the transparent vests and skirts caught your eye. 
 
    Next to the dance floor there were half a dozen green baize poker tables sitting in small pools of smoky light. I took Adrienne over to a game, ordered her a Martini from a waiter, and made my way to the bar. There was an Australian beach boy in a burgundy waistcoat juggling bottles. He came over to me when I leaned on the counter and asked me, “What can I get you?” I said, “Bushmills. Straight up.” While he was pouring I asked him, “Pete in?” He eyed me. “Who wants to know, mate?”  
 
    I smiled. “An old friend.”  
 
    I must have been convincing because he shrugged, made a face and nodded toward a small forest of potted palms. “In the corner? By the potted palm? I don’t think he’ll see you though, mate. He’s with friends?” He labored the “friends” a little, as though he figured I wasn’t a real friend. 
 
    I took my drink and crossed the room. Russian Pete was sitting at a table half concealed by three small palm trees. There was a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket which was obviously in honor of his real friends. There were two of them. The woman was Dianne Schelling, a Hollywood actress who had recently insured her breasts for a sum which was equivalent to the national budget of a small, South American country. When the news hit the tabloids she promised that if she ever had to claim her insurance she would retire to that small South American country and spend all her money there. She was wearing a transparent Chill vest with a conveniently placed palm tree hand-painted onto it by Varvara. It did a lot for her expensive cleavage, but it made me wonder what she had painted on her skirt. Maybe a bunch of coconuts. 
 
    The man was also a Hollywood star. John Cross. He’d been a big action hero in the late 20th century. Now he had gray temples, played wise, mature men and preached the gospel about some sect from outer space. I was grateful he had chosen to wear retro. 
 
    I stood over the table and smiled at Pete. He smiled back, but without warmth. He had very pale blue eyes, like frozen hydrogen, and they were telling me, Not now. Go away. But I was there for my ten grand and I wasn’t going to go away. I promoted my smile to a big grin and said, “Hi, Pete. Am I intruding?” I slid onto the bench next to the billionaire preacher from Betelgeuse and smiled at him too. I was all smiles that night.  
 
    He smiled back at me with eyes misted by alcohol and said, “Won’t you join us?”  
 
    Pete’s smile had faded. He had one of those Russian voices, like a geothermal disturbance deep underground. “How nice to see you. Unfortunately this is not a good time.” He gestured at his guests. “As you can see, I am entertaining.” 
 
    I gave him my most empty expression for a moment, then turned back to John Cross. “Well, how kind. Yes, I’d love to join you.” Then I smiled at the billion-dollar cleavage opposite. “Miss Schelling…” She stared at the space just behind my head, like she couldn’t see me. I turned back to Pete. “Pete, I really need to talk to you. Unfortunately, it can’t wait.” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable moment. Finally he spread his hands. “So, talk.”  
 
    “In private.” 
 
    He shook his head and opened his hands a little wider, to embrace his guests in his great Russian arms. “These are my friends. We are family. What can you ask me that they cannot hear?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. He held my eye, so I shrugged and said, “Harry the Teeth. He one of your boys?” I pulled a Camel from my packet and poked it in my mouth. Pete frowned a little and shrugged, like I was being stupid. “The Teeth? He is cage fighter!” 
 
    Cross said, “A cage fighter? I like cage fights. You ever seen a cage fight, Dianne?” Dianne made a face and sipped her champagne.  
 
    Pete said, “You like? Then we must go to Blues Club. They have best cage fights in America there. You will love!” 
 
    I said, “Pete? Harry The Teeth? One of your boys?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I do not employ cage fighters. You should know this. They are like celebrities. Some of them very famous. I cannot use famous for my boys. Is not useful. Not logical.”  
 
    I sat back, flipped my old Zippo and lit my cigarette. What he was saying made sense. But if Harry the Teeth wasn’t in Ensenada for Russian Pete, what the hell was he doing there sticking Vanderbrook with an ice pick? I snapped the Zippo closed, inhaled deep and let the smoke out through my teeth. Pete’s eyes narrowed. He was curious now. “Why you ask about Harry the Teeth?” 
 
    I sipped my whiskey. I thought for a minute but couldn’t see any reason not to tell him. “I had a bet with a guy at the Blues Club the other night. I won ten grand off him. When I went to collect, Harry had killed him with an ice pick.” 
 
    Pete’s face colored and his eyes looked mad. Frozen hydrogen mad. “So you think of me!”  
 
    I smiled on one side of my face. “The guy he whacked was running blow from Colombia and Mexico. I thought maybe he had trodden on your toes.” 
 
    He watched me a while. He was still dangerous, but the color subsided on his face and finally he smiled again. Then he shook his head. “Nothing to do with me. Harry is not my fighter, and he don’t work for me. Who is the man who gets killed?” 
 
    “Klaus Vanderbrook. Lived in Mexico, in Ensenada. Harry went all the way out there to kill him.” 
 
    John and Dianne were real quiet, looking at their drinks. I guessed this wasn’t their usual line of evening conversation. I figured I’d learnt what I’d come to learn, that Harry was not Pete’s boy, and I was ready to move on. But Pete was doing some deep thinking, so I took another drag and a sip and waited.  
 
    Dianne spoke suddenly. “How do you know it was Harry the Teeth who killed this man?”  
 
    I squinted at her through smoke. “Because he put a piano wire around my neck and tried to kill me too.”  
 
    She cocked her head in surprise, making a long earring dance around her neck. “Really? What happened?” 
 
    “I killed him. With his own ice pick.”  
 
    Pete raised his huge head. “You need talk to Mr. Arana. I make phone call for you. Please…” he turned elaborately to Dianne and then John Cross, “…excuse me,” then heaved his huge body from the table and walked away, like a Spanish galleon easing its way out of a harbor.  
 
    When he was gone Cross refilled his glass. “Usually,” he said, “when I deal with violence, it is in the fictional context of a film. I don’t often encounter it like this, in the flesh.”  
 
    Dianne was staring at me. She said, “You killed him? Just like that?”  
 
    I said, “No. Not just like that. First I broke a lamp over his head. Then I hit him twice with a marble table and kicked him in the back of the head, then I stuck an ice pick in the back of his neck.” I shrugged. “If a job is worth doing, it’s worth doing it well.” 
 
    Cross’s eyes had strayed. He was looking past me at the poker tables. “That young woman you came in with. She is very beautiful. Would you introduce me?” He turned to look me in the face. “Perhaps you’d both like to come to a party later…?” 
 
    I didn’t have to answer him. Pete came back and drew me aside. He spoke in a rumbling whisper, “Carlos Fernandez Arana, 104 North Peters Street. He is top floor penthouse. He is expecting you. He will be interested in what you have to tell him.”  
 
     “Who is this guy?”  
 
    Pete shrugged. “I get some merchandise from him. He is powerful man.”  
 
    I nodded. “OK, I owe you, Pete.” As I stepped away he held on to my elbow. “Listen.”  
 
    I stopped. “What?”  
 
    He shook his head and smiled. “Don’t do this again. I will kill you. OK?”  
 
    I nodded. “Sure, Pete. You and whose mafia?” 
 
    Then we both laughed and I went to get Adrienne. 
 
    Outside the moon had a fat, yellow grin on its face, hanging above the rooftops in a clear sky and making small reflections on the cobbles on Fulton Street. It was hot and the air was sultry. Small clouds of autumn insects raced in circles, trapped in the glow of the streetlamps, and on the walls the geckos waited and watched.  
 
    We walked to where I’d parked the Griffith and it was good to hit the gas and feel the breeze as we headed north toward Canal Street, and then Peter Street.  
 
    The block stood tall and luminous in the moonlight. Thirty stories of white concrete and black glass towering over the French Quarter and the Mississippi, with a million tiny city lights draped around it.  
 
    I parked at the sidewalk and turned to Adrienne. “This guy is dangerous. You want to wait here?”  
 
    She looked surprised. “No.”  
 
    I grinned. “Course you don’t.” 
 
    An Hispanic voice answered the buzzer. 
 
    “I need to talk to Señor Arana. Russian Pete sent me.” 
 
    The door opened onto a marble lobby and we rode to the penthouse in an elevator made of mirrors that cloned us into infinity. I told Adrienne, “I’ve got enough with just one of you,” but neither of us laughed. 
 
    The elevator opened onto a hall with Victorian wall lights and a burgundy carpet. In the middle of that carpet there was a small man in a black Armani suit, a black Armani shirt and black Armani sunglasses. He said, “Follow me,” and led the way through a huge, open-plan room with high ceilings and parquet floors, plate-glass walls that opened onto a vast terrace, and modern furniture and paintings that looked like they’d been chosen by an interior designer.  
 
    At the far end of the room there was a door that for some reason had been covered in studded, burgundy leather. Armani man opened the door and led us into a second room. This one also had French doors onto a terrace. They were open and through them I could see the lights of the city. In front of them was a white, calico sofa. It was so big there might have been old guests lost between the cushions. There were two matching armchairs of a similar size, and between them was a fake rustic coffee table.  
 
    Sitting on the sofa was a very small man with very large hands, feet and a pair of heavy horn-rimmed glasses with lenses that might have given you a fair view of Mars. They made his eyes look huge and black, and oddly enraged. He watched us come in without saying anything. I figured he was Arana. 
 
    Over on the left there was a retro pink vinyl bar. Two guys dressed sharp enough to cut paper were sitting there. They watched us with no particular expression. The guy in the Armani suit joined them and lit a cigarette. Arana’s voice rolled across the room at me. It echoed slightly. “Who is she?” 
 
    I took my time pulling out my packet of Camels and lighting one. I spoke through the smoke as I snapped the Zippo closed. “She’s with me.”  
 
    Arana turned to Armani and said, “Llévenla abajo, con las Marías.” 
 
    Armani moved toward Adrienne, and I held up a hand and smiled a smile that wasn’t meant to be friendly. I spoke to Arana. “Now, we were getting on so well, and this could be the beginning of a beautiful relationship, but if you start talking Spanish and taking my girl away, things could get ugly, Mr. Arana.”  
 
    Armani guy stopped, turned to look at his boss. His boss stared at me through his thick lenses with a complete lack of expression. “I told him, take her downstairs with the women. If you just wanna talk, she got nothin’ to worry about.” 
 
    I looked at Adrienne. She shrugged. Armani took her over to a spiral staircase and they both disappeared down the steps. Arana pointed at a chair. I lowered myself into it and Arana spread his hands. “What you want?” 
 
    I said, “I want to know who Harry the Teeth was working for.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “How is that your business?” 
 
    “You tell me. If I am interested, maybe I can help you. So why you wanna know about Harry the Teeth?” 
 
    “He killed a guy called Vanderbrook…” 
 
    “Vanderbrook?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vanderbrook. You know him?” 
 
    He shrugged and pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Maybe.” 
 
    I studied his face a moment and decided he knew Vanderbrook. I said, “Klaus Vanderbrook had a villa in Baja…” His eyes dropped to the table, lower left, then shifted lower right. He knew Klaus Vanderbrook and was wondering if I needed to know that. He called over to the goons at the bar, “Traigan una botella de whiskey. Y el hielo.”  
 
    Armani brought over a bottle of Glenfiddich, a silver bucket of ice and two lead crystal glasses. Meanwhile Arana fished out a pack of Marlboros and lit up. When we had our drinks and Armani had gone, Arana said, “So, what happen? Harry killed Vanderbrook. So what?” 
 
     “Vanderbrook had been at the Blues Club a couple of nights earlier. We made a bet on a cage fight and I won. He owed me ten grand but he welshed. So I followed him out to Ensenada to collect.” I crushed out my cigarette and picked up my glass. “But Harry had already got there ahead of me, and he’d killed him. He was there when I turned up, so he tried to kill me too. But he made a mistake.” 
 
    I waited. Finally Arana said, “What mistake?”  
 
    “Like Vanderbrook, he thought power was everything. He forgot about slippery, and dancing. That cost him his life. But now I have no ten grand, and no one to collect from. So I figure whoever sent Harry the Teeth to kill Vanderbrook owes me ten grand.” 
 
    Arana studied the tip of his cigarette real carefully, frowning hard. His eyes looked weird through his thick lenses. Finally he said, “You think I sent him? You want me to pay you ten thousand dollars to go away? You want to blackmail me?” 
 
    “Did you send Harry to kill Vanderbrook?”  
 
    His magnified eyes shifted from the cigarette to me. After a moment I realized he was waiting for the answers to his questions. I said, “I don’t want to blackmail you. That isn’t my game. I don’t know if Harry was working for you or not. If he was I want my ten grand, yes. Was he working for you?” 
 
    After a moment he shook his head. “No. Harry was not working for me. It would be stupid to have a cage fighter doing that kind of job. They are too popular. They attract attention.” He sucked on his cigarette, then leaned forward to pick up his glass of whiskey, blowing smoke through his nose. He sipped it, smacked his lips and sighed loudly. Then he came to his decision. He was going to tell me. He said, “Also, Vanderbrook was working for me.” 
 
    “Vanderbrook was working for you…” It made sense, kind of, if Arana was supplying Russian Pete, except that I had never heard of Arana till tonight. I said, “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    He didn’t like my tone, and that was written all over the curl on his lip. He said, “Vanderbrook was employ by the Colombian government. He was attach to the embassy in DC. He used to make trips to Colombia, Mexico…” He shrugged again. “He use the diplomatic pouch.”  
 
    I nodded. Then I asked him again, “Who the hell are you?” He blinked, but that was as close as he came to an expression. “I don’ need to tell you nothing, OK? But I tell you this: I work for the Colombian government, and I was Vanderbrook’s superior. So I don’t use fockin’ Harry to kill him.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “So what do you want from me?” 
 
    “Who say I want nothin’ from you? You came here askin’ me…” 
 
    I cut across him, “Come on, Arana! Since when are you a fucking Samaritan? You agreed to see me because you want something from me. What is it?” 
 
    He nodded several times. “OK. You want to know who killed Vanderbrook so you can get your ten grand. I want to know who killed Vanderbrook too. You don’t kill my fockin’ people and just walk away! You find out and you tell me. I pay you your ten grand now, and another ten grand when I get the information.” 
 
    I was surprised, and to hide it I picked up my drink and took a long pull. My mind was moving fast, but it wasn’t finding anything. I put the glass down and said, “Yeah. You’ve got a deal.” He looked at his boys and Armani came over and dropped a manila envelope on the table in front of me. I opened it and inspected the contents. It was ten grand in used bills.  
 
    “I’ll need to contact you when I have the information.”  
 
    He took a card out of his wallet and tossed it across the table at me. I took it, drained my glass and stood. Arana looked over at Armani again and said, “Traigan a la puta.” Then looked back at me. “Did you find anything at Vanderbrook’s house?”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
     “I askin’ you again. Did you find anything? Did Harry take anything? Did you fuckin’ find anything?” 
 
    I shrugged and shook my head. “No. I didn’t find anything. And, Arana?” His huge, magnified eyes stared at me. “Would you like to discuss your mother now?”  
 
    His face colored and he started to get to his feet. Just about the worst thing you can say to a Mexican or a Colombian is that you want to discuss his mother. I smiled. “I didn’t think so. But next time you call my girl a ‘puta,’ you and me, we’re going to discuss your mother, in depth. Do you understand me?” 
 
    It probably wasn’t smart, but it felt good. Adrienne came up the stairs with Armani. I took her arm and we left in silence.  
 
    We cruised through the night to the Blue Crab on Lake Pontchartrain and sat out on the terrace, overlooking the water, where the breeze from the lake gave some relief from the heat. I ordered iced champagne and two dozen oysters, and we sat in silence for a while listening to the frogs and the muffled conversation from the other tables.  
 
    Adrienne was watching me. I sighed and threw her a Camel. She lit mine and then lit her own. “You got your money?”  
 
    I nodded, ponderously. “Yeah.”  
 
    She shrugged, “So…?”  
 
    I blew smoke into the night sky. “So Harry wasn’t working for Russian Pete and he wasn’t working for Arana, and they were the only two people I know of who he could have been working for. So who the hell was he working for?”  
 
    She smoked and watched me some more. She knew I was thinking and she knew how to listen. After a while I said, “And that’s not all. It turns out Arana works for the Colombian government and Vanderbrook worked for him, smuggling blow under the protection of the diplomatic pouch.” 
 
    Adrienne shrugged her neat shoulders and spread her hands. “So Vanderbrook was working for Arana. That explains the trips to Colombia and Europe, and it explains the money bands in the suitcase. You said he was on the top line that night at the Blues Club. If he was snorting, coke can do that. It can make you crazy aggressive. You know that. So maybe he just upset Harry. Maybe he laid a bet with him, too. Who knows? The point is, maybe Harry wasn’t being paid by anyone.” 
 
    I nodded, then shook my head and stared out at the river. She said, “Why?” I said, “Because Harry was the type to break your neck right there and then, while he was mad. He wasn’t the type to go chasing you from one country to another. Also…” I sighed. “Vanderbrook had been tortured. He’d been tied to the chair and he had toothpicks under his nails. Which means it was a punishment killing, or, more likely, Harry was trying to get information from him. Also…”  
 
    “More also?” 
 
    I looked at the tip of my cigarette and flicked ash. “Yeah, more also. It doesn’t make much sense. Arana had the money ready for me, which means Russian Pete told him to pay me off. That means Pete doesn’t want me nosing around this business. But if Harry wasn’t working for Pete…”  
 
    Adrienne finished for me. “Why does he want you paid off?”  
 
    I nodded. “Right.” I smoked some more, wondering how Pete would feel about Arana offering to pay me to find out who killed Vanderbrook. “It means Harry wasn’t working for Pete, but Pete knows who he was working for.”  
 
    I looked at her a moment and felt a smile growing on my face. “Arana said there was another ten grand for me if I found out who employed Harry, and that means that Pete doesn’t know Vanderbrook was working for the Colombians, or he wouldn’t have sent me there for a payoff.” 
 
    Adrienne shrugged. “You got your money. Is it worth chasing?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. There is something else. Arana asked me if I’d found anything at Vanderbrook’s place.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “And did you?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I did. I found two flash drives. I haven’t looked at them yet. One of them was in Harry’s pocket. The other was lying on the floor. It might have fallen out while we were fighting. That means three things…” 
 
    She smiled. “One, Harry was there, not to settle a personal grudge, but to get those flash drives. Which is why he tortured the poor bastard before killing him.” I nodded. She went on, “Two, Arana wants the flash drives that Harry went to get, and he’s hoping you’ll lead him to them.” I nodded again. She said, “And three…?”  
 
    “There is a third, unknown party here, who I can play off against Arana.” 
 
    She frowned. “What for?” 
 
    I knew what for: Because I was the Verdugo, and these parasites and predators were the people I was here to execute. But I did not tell Adrienne that. I grinned and raised an eyebrow. “Which means I can screw a lot more money out of these bastards.”  
 
    She laughed, looked at me, smiling, and laughed again. Then she held out her glass and said, “Fill me up, you scavenging bastard!” 
 
      
 
    I parked my car on the corner of Euterpe and Baronne and we walked back to Larry’s. The streets were empty now, except for the odd car that sighed past. We stopped outside the door and she looked up at me, pressing her body close. “Shall I come up?”  
 
    I kissed her. “No. I’m going to be up all night looking at those flash drives.” She cocked an eyebrow at me and went a little rigid. “Besides,” I added, “I’m driving over to Olaf’s early. He left me a message and I don’t like the way he sounds.”  
 
    She stepped back. “Sure, I need the sleep anyway, if I’m ever going to finish that damn thesis.” 
 
    She kissed me, a bit cool, and left. I waited till she’d let herself in and her door had closed behind her, then I climbed the stairs to my apartment. I locked the door, took off my jacket and shirt, and kicked off my shoes. I left the lights off, but switched on my desk lamp, turned on my laptop and went to grab a cold beer from the fridge while it booted up.  
 
    I cracked the beer and took a pull, then went to find the flash drives. They were in my strongbox on top of the wardrobe, where I’d left them. I sat in front of the monitor and slipped one of them into the USB port. I heard it hum a second and then there was a blue screen that showed two icons. There were two files named simply 1 and 2. 
 
    I clicked 1 and got a message that said, “This software is not supported.” 
 
    I clicked 2. The screen went black, and white letters typed out, “The Lotus Eater Report.” 
 
    I took another pull and waited. Nothing happened. I hit the enter key and the screen went black again. Then a white box appeared with a message saying, “password.” I thought of the name of his villa, The Lotus Garden, and typed in “lotus.”  
 
    It was unlikely and it was wrong. I thought a moment longer and typed, “lotus flower.” That was wrong too. Then I thought of Vanderbrook. Brash, loud, pedantic. A know-it-all. I did a little research on Google and entered the Greek “lotophagi.” 
 
    I was in but I wasn’t laughing. There was a heading. The heading read,  and then pages—about five hundred pages—of encrypted writing. All there was was squares and lines, dots and dashes. Millions of them. I sipped my beer and lit a cigarette.  
 
    The truth was, I didn’t need to know what was contained on the flash drives. I had bigger fish to fry. I could offer them back to Arana for a damn sight more than the ten grand he’d offered me. And I could put the word around and see who else became interested. That would be enough to lure everyone concerned out into the open, where I could line them up and take them out. 
 
    But my problem is I’m curious. I like information. Like the man said, knowledge is power. That’s why it was the forbidden fruit. I stared a while at the screen and thought about Adrienne, and her PhD thesis in computer languages and programming. What the hell! If anyone could decrypt these flash drives, she could. I smiled. It was Eve, after all, who had given the forbidden fruit of knowledge to Adam, and where would we be now if she hadn’t? 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    I slept badly. When I woke at 5:00 AM my sheet was saturated with sweat. It was cloudy outside, but it was still in the mid-thirties, which made it muggy and oppressive, and you could feel the static charge in the air.  
 
    I had a long, hot shower and made a breakfast of black coffee and rye. By six thirty I was in the Griffith breaking the speed limit on the I-10 toward Houston and San Antonio. There I would turn north and west, skirting the Mexican border as far as El Paso, and then head north toward White Sands and Alamogordo. It was one thousand two hundred miles, and if you stuck to the speed limit it was a sixteen-hour drive. But in the TVR Griffith, with a top speed of two hundred miles per hour, I figured on making it in closer to twelve.  
 
    The desert stretched yellow and brown, like old, scorched parchment; and as I pushed south the morning sun was sucking up clouds of moisture out of the sea and rolling it in big billows of mist over the hills, so that I had to switch on my headlamps and crawl through the valleys in the south Downs. By the time I reached Chichester it was 8:00 AM and the sun had burned away most of the mist, but it was still humid and I was perspiring like a hog in a wood oven. 
 
    The day went in a kind of blur. Pretty soon Louisiana had fallen away, and from midmorning onward it was a progression of wide flat spaces that became more deserted as the day went on. By midmorning, when I stopped for coffee, all I could see in any direction was dust and distant, bare hills. Rest is something I don’t need a lot of. Four hours sleep at night is enough, and if I get tired, ten minutes deep relaxation recharges me. It’s a technique. I don’t know where I learnt it. I don’t know anything about my past. But it’s there, and it’s a part of who I am. So at 6:00 PM I was pulling off White Sands Boulevard onto Rattle Snake Road. Half a mile into the desert I turned right at the Cabrito Veloz. 
 
    Olaf had what looked like an old shack built into a pile of rocks off a track with no name. Once you got inside, it wasn’t so much of an old shack as a haven from a crazy world. He’d told me, back in the day, that it had been a sacred spot for the Pueblo Indians, and when I’d gone inside I could see why. 
 
    A track took you from the scorching sands outside, through the towering rocks to a large, shaded oasis at the center, maybe half an acre of land, with a freshwater spring and pond at the far end, palms and cacti and a handful of pines. He’d built a shack at the entrance to the track to conceal it, and then, over time, made a claim to the rocks. He’d bought it for a song and settled there. 
 
    Once you pushed through the Mexican curtains and the trash on the outside, and the heavy wooden inner door, within it was a beautiful, peaceful place, part cave, part cabin, a structure of such beauty and natural integration that Frank Lloyd Wright could only dream about.  
 
    When I got there the early evening light was failing, but the sun wasn’t down yet. In the copper light I could see that outer shack was all locked up, and the single window had a drape across it on the inside. The place looked dead. I hammered on the big pine door for a while and listened at the keyhole, but it was all quiet inside. On the right of the house there were rocks that, if you knew how, were scalable. I had a look around to make sure there was nobody in sight, and I clambered the fifty-odd feet to the top, and scrambled down to the cool, lush oasis inside. There I sat a while on the ground, smelling the air and listening for sounds. 
 
    The smells were the ones I expected, aromatic herbs, grass, pine resin, but no cooking. Not even recent cooking. The sounds were the lapping of the water, the chatter of birds, the slight desert breeze among the tall rocks. Nothing else. 
 
    I stood and followed the footpath through the herb garden to the kitchen door. It was locked, and the key he kept under the flowerpot by the door was gone. The drapes at the back were all drawn too. I pulled my Swiss Army knife from my pocket and forced the lock. 
 
    It was dark and the open door cut a wedge of brilliance into the darkness. The kitchen was big and deep, and you couldn’t see into the corners because they were in deep shadow. I closed the door and hunkered down, motionless and quiet for a while, listening and letting my eyes grow accustomed.  
 
    There was only stillness and silence to be felt or heard, but the blackness began to take on shades and shapes. So I stood and inched my way across the wooden floor toward where I knew the door to the living room was. I felt the adobe wall with my fingers and then found the door. I turned the handle and pushed gently. I didn’t go through.  
 
    Nothing happened, so I went in and closed the door behind me. 
 
    There was a crack between drapes letting in a thin strip of light. Its dusty beam was enough to see the two big chairs and the sofa he had set around his vast fireplace, and the long, low bookcases that lined the walls. It was clean, ordered, undisturbed. And there was no one there. 
 
    To my left was the crooked staircase, part wood, part hewn into the living rock, that climbed to the upper floor where the two bedrooms and the study were. I made my way up, checked his guest room and his bedroom. Both were empty and undisturbed. The john still had his toothbrush and his toothpaste in it, and a wet bar of soap. That left the study, but when I went in he wasn’t there either. The drapes were closed, like the rest of the house, but a beam of dusty light leaned in onto the old oak desk and the leather chair behind it. I leaned against the doorjamb and unconsciously turned my Zippo over in my fingers. That was when I felt the gentle prod of a muzzle in the back of my neck. 
 
    I am not easy to creep up on. So I knew that whoever had done this was good. I raised my hands. “Take it easy. Who are you? What are you doing here?” 
 
    I felt rather than heard a soft laugh. 
 
    “I thought it was you. I recognized your smell. But you made a lot of noise coming in. You are getting sloppy.” 
 
    I turned. Olaf was slipping a P226 into his waistband behind his back. It was an incongruous image in a man so old and apparently frail. I swore softly. “How the hell did you do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he said simply. “That’s the easiest way to do anything. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Olaf? What’s going on?” 
 
    He slipped past me and dropped into the chair behind his desk. “Did anyone see you come here? Were you followed? Your car downstairs is like a neon dildo at a prayer meeting. You need to move it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I would have noticed if I was. Most people don’t know how to follow without following.” 
 
    He ignored the sarcasm in my voice, moved the drape with his finger and peered out. In the thin strip of light I saw his face clearly. It was hard to tell whether he was seventy or a hundred. He was ageless, but old. Yet there was something in his face that I had never seen before. It was more than worry, but it wasn’t fear. He looked troubled. Deeply troubled. 
 
    He let the curtain fall back and turned to me, pointed toward the bedrooms at the front of the house. “Check. Look, see if there’s anyone out there.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Just look.” 
 
    I stepped into the bedroom and peered out through the drapes without moving them. There was my Griffith parked by the road, nothing else. I scanned the skyline searching for clouds of dust. There was nothing. I went back and told him so. “What’s this about, Olaf?” 
 
    He was looking around his dark study, like a man trying to find a good idea. He glanced at me, then shook his head and said, “Not here.” 
 
    “Where then?” 
 
    He ran his fingers through his platinum hair. “You’re sure no one followed you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sure.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes like he wasn’t convinced, then said, “We’ll walk.” 
 
    He pushed past me and I followed him down the stairs to the door that connected his house with the shack at the front of the house. He stuck a straw hat on his head and picked up a knobby stick.  
 
    “Have you seen the news?” 
 
    “Yeah. Which bit? What has the news got to do with this?” 
 
    He shook his head, went to the door and opened it. Then he pointed and whispered, “Go out. Have a look.” 
 
    I crossed the shack and stepped out into the last of the sunlight. There I found what I expected to find. Nothing. I went and leaned on the roof of the TVR and scanned the wide horizon. There was no dust in the air. There was no movement. I went back inside and told Olaf. 
 
    I don’t know how long it had been since he was out in the sunlight, but he came out blinking and shading his eyes. “You have no idea,” he said to me quietly. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “No idea about what?” 
 
    He walked ahead of me along a narrow footpath, winding south into the desert. I caught up with him and saw he was gazing up into the darkening sky.  
 
    “The things they can do with technology these days. Ideally we would speak beside running water, but unless we go into the mountains…” He grunted and glanced at me. “Third World suing the First World, huh? Interesting twist. The West has industry, of course. But the Middle East has the oil and Latin America…” He trailed away, then said, “They have a ball in each hand and they are ready to squeeze.” 
 
    I sighed. “When you’re ready, Olaf, maybe you can tell me what the hell this is all about.” 
 
    Eventually we came to the banks of a dry river. In the rainy season, for a few weeks it would flow with deep, heavy, muddy water, and its banks would be rich and green. But now it was empty and dead. We walked beside it, and Olaf’s slow, peaceful eyes were everywhere, scanning the horizon, the hills and every bush and every cactus. 
 
    “As it gets darker,” he said, “it favors us, because we can rely on smell, but they must rely on images.” 
 
    “Who, Olaf? Who relies on images?” 
 
    I happened to know that Olaf had an IQ of close to a hundred and seventy, but as I walked beside him along that dry riverbank, I began to wonder if a big mind was, after all, easier to lose than a small one. 
 
    Finally we came to a cluster of large rocks that rose dramatically and suddenly out of the dirt. They ran for maybe one or two hundred yards and rose in places to maybe a hundred feet in height, peppered here and there with bushes and straggling, skinny mesquite trees. He pointed to the rocks and said, “They have a high iron content and a fair magnetic field.” He glanced at me and smiled. “Compasses don’t work here. Listening devices either.” 
 
    He found a large rock there and sat. The red light of the sunset washed his face as he gazed at it. The cicadas were loud. 
 
    I said, “You going to tell me what this is about, Olaf, or do I have to guess?” 
 
    He sighed. “I suppose the bloody fool didn’t get to you, did he?” 
 
    I sighed louder. “Yes? No? Maybe? Who?” 
 
    “I should have known. The man is a bloody fool. He was always incompetent. Brilliant.” He looked at me and nodded several times, pushing out his lower lip. “Brilliant mind. But completely incompetent.” 
 
    “Olaf…” 
 
    He gazed at me like he hadn’t heard me. “I had no other option.” 
 
    “Olaf!” 
 
    “They will find me. That is inevitable.” 
 
    “Olaf!” 
 
    He sighed again, heavily. “I need your help. You have to hide me until I know what to do. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “It will be very dangerous for you…” 
 
    “No, Olaf. No! I don’t understand. Talk to me, Olaf. Stop rambling. I cannot read your mind! Talk to me!” 
 
    He smiled, like what I had said amused him somehow. “There are some men.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Who, Olaf?” 
 
    His eyes were still, devoid of emotion and yet full of compassion. He gave his head a single shake. “Not now. I can’t tell you. But they want to kill me.” He gave a small laugh. “They are going to kill me. I have crossed them and there is no forgiveness. I need you to find somewhere safe for me, for a few days, a couple of weeks at most, until…” He stopped. 
 
    “Until what?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Until I can sort things out.” He shrugged and smiled. “After that it won’t matter.” 
 
    I was going to tell him he was going nuts and needed help, but something—maybe the fact he looked so frail, maybe the fact he seemed to believe what he was saying—something made me stop before I did. I nodded instead and said, “OK. Olaf, come on, I’ll take you somewhere safe.” 
 
    He leaned on his stick and pushed himself to his feet. The red and purple and orange were fading from the horizon and the dark was closing in. He took a hold of my arm. 
 
    “Wait. How? How will you get me there?” 
 
    “In my car, Olaf!”  
 
    He wiped his face with his hand. “They will see us. It is a very noticeable car.” 
 
    I smiled. “I can outrun most things in the Griffith, Olaf, and once we’re in the city I can lose just about anything too. Trust me.” 
 
    When I said that he looked at me for a long time, with his eyes flitting over my face. Then he nodded. He linked his arm through mine and we started the slow walk through the gathering darkness, back toward his house. The dusk seemed to demand silence, so when I spoke it was in a hushed voice. 
 
     “You know, I can help you better if you tell me who these guys are and what happened. Have you been gambling?” 
 
    He laughed softly and nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly it. I’ve been gambling. I’ve been gambling with very dangerous men.”  
 
    I didn’t say anything, but watched him as he swung his knobby can beside me, carefully picking his steps. After a moment he carried on. “I was paid to do a job. It seemed to be a straightforward job of research and analysis. And it paid. It paid very well.” 
 
    I glanced at him. “How long ago was this? How can you conduct research in your shack?” I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Besides, I thought you were a medical doctor, or a shrink…” 
 
    “I was a neurosurgeon, then specialized in psychiatry. I was particularly interested in Freudian psychoanalysis, though it has become quite unpopular in recent decades. Nobody addresses daemons quite as well as Sigmund.” He laughed like he’d made a joke. “I did a lot of theoretical work as well as a lot of experimental work with scanning equipment, seeing if Freud’s topography of the psyche could be proven scientifically…” 
 
    “Olaf, you’re losing me.” 
 
    He sighed. “The thing is I and my team, we led the field in what we called neurological psychology. That’s what we called it, but for me it was a search for how the soul—consciousness, if you prefer—interfaces with living matter, to make a person.”  
 
    He shrugged and gave his stick a little wave. The last traces of color were fading from the horizon. He went on. 
 
    “I didn’t like the kind of attention the research was drawing. The Defense Department seemed to be more interested in it than the academic community or the psychiatric profession. They came and saw me and asked if I would look at any defense applications my research might have. I told them I would not, and that upset them.” 
 
    “Upset them how?” 
 
    He seemed not to hear. “They never really gave up pestering me. One day I had some kind of…” He smiled at me through hooded eyes I could barely make out in the darkness. “Some kind of experience. As you know, I gave up everything and moved here. A few years ago, a couple of men came to talk to me.” 
 
    We had reached the road. The air was cooling fast and I could see the Griffith gleaming softly in the starlight outside the shack. He approached it and leaned on it, looking at me across the roof. 
 
    “I knew they were evil men. I knew they served a dark force. I could see it…” He left the words hanging. “But they offered me a deal.” 
 
    “What deal?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t tell you. Don’t ask. The thing is I agreed to carry out this research for them. The purpose of the research was to heal Alzheimer’s, dementia and other related degenerative disorders of the brain. The research could also have been adapted to treat certain forms of chronic schizophrenia, in which the glia die away.” 
 
    He opened the door and climbed into the car. I got in behind the wheel and the slamming doors sealed out the night.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He drew breath, as though to answer me. Then he shut his mouth, looked away, and finally said, “I sold the research to a higher bidder, and that is all you need to know.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. It was like hearing another man speaking through Olaf’s mouth. I had only known him a few months, but in that time I had come to know him well enough to be sure he was incapable of doing anything immoral or low. I was a rat and a killer, but I had grown to love this old guy because he wasn’t like me. He was wise, compassionate and humane. He was everything I could never be. 
 
    I fired up the huge Ford Coyote V8 and pulled away down the track. 
 
     “You sold your work to a higher bidder? You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “You think I’m lying?” I didn’t know what to say, but he went on. “The point is they found out.” Then he turned and looked me in the eye. “I know how good you are. But you have to understand this. These are very, very dangerous men. They are highly trained and highly skilled. They will kill you, or worse, without hesitation. You have to be very careful.” He closed his eyes and I thought for a minute he had gone to sleep, but he opened them then and said, “I wouldn’t have asked you for help, but I believe it is your destiny…” 
 
    I frowned at him. “My destiny?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched and he nodded, but his eyes were lost in the night outside the car. We were approaching the highway and desultory headlamps were crossing the darkness like sleepy fireflies half a mile up ahead. 
 
    “Yes. I can’t explain it to you, but there is such a thing. Urd, Skuld and Verdanda.” 
 
    The words seemed to ring in my mind, like a weird echo. I said, “What are they?” 
 
    “The Norn, Fate, Being and Need. They weave the threads of destiny.” 
 
    I think I have heard of them before, in another life.” 
 
    His twitch became a smile as we turned onto the highway and headed south, toward Texas. “I am sure you have,” he said. “I am quite sure you have.” 
 
    I called Rafa from the car and told him I was bringing a friend back with me. I knew he had an apartment on St. Andrew Street he sometimes let out, and I told him I’d need it for a couple of weeks. He told me to drop by for the keys and I told him we were going to sleep a few hours at a motel and I’d see him at lunchtime. 
 
    We arrived at 3:00 PM the next afternoon. It was a Victorian, two-story clapboard house in white, with gabled slate roofs and tall chimney pots. Rafa had divided it into two apartments and I took Olaf up creaking wooden stairs to the top floor.  
 
    The apartment was functional, with beige carpets and nondescript furniture. I made him comfortable. I’d bought some basics and put them in the fridge in the kitchen, then showed him where the bedroom was. He sat on the old, wrought-iron bed and smiled at me. The smile was a sad one. 
 
    I said, “You going to be OK?” 
 
    “Thank you for the sentiment, my friend, but the question is meaningless. I am at peace. Life and death will happen. That’s the way it works in this world—no one gets out of here alive.” 
 
    I offered him a lopsided smile and quoted something. I had no idea where I had heard it, but it came into my mind: “Life should not be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in a pretty and well preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside in a cloud of smoke, thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming ‘Wow! What a Ride!’” 
 
    He laughed. “Hunter S. Thompson. Yes indeed.” 
 
    He followed me into the living room. At the door I stopped and turned to him. He was standing, silhouetted against the window, staring at me. I said, “Tell me who they are, Olaf. I’ll go talk to them. It’ll be OK.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. I have to think it through.” 
 
    That reminded me of something he’d said earlier. “You said something yesterday about some bloody fool who didn’t get to me. Who were you talking about?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “Is it someone you want me to get hold of…?” 
 
    “No. It’s not your time yet. I’ll get in touch if I need you.” 
 
    I nodded and left 
 
    I drove back home, had another shower to wash away the perspiration, dressed light and went down to Larry’s about five to see if Adrienne was there. Larry had two overhead fans which were straining hard to move the hot air around. He gave me his cool smile and said, “You missed her. She’s gone to college.” 
 
    “When will she be back?” 
 
    “She didn’t say, pal. You got her cell, right?” 
 
    I said I had and left, dialing her number. I was put through to her answering service and left her a message to call me as soon as she could. I hung up and crossed the avenue and the painted parking lot to Rafa’s Diner on Euterpe Street.  
 
    Rafa was a five-foot ten, six-foot-broad Spaniard from the Basque Country. He had a face like a bad dream covered in coarse sandpaper. He had arms like legs and legs I didn’t ever want to see. When he was young he used to play a game where you picked up rocks that weighed two hundred twenty pounds and rolled them around your back and chest. He said it was a sport over there. All the kids did it. He also used to box for the Basque Country, but he had to stop when he broke a German’s neck with a left jab that was only intended to set him up for the right cross. Now he ran the most peaceful bar in the States and made the best martinis and hamburgers in the South.  
 
    He was wiping the bar with a tea towel when I walked in. He said, “Good afternoon. You come for breakfast?” 
 
    “That’s funny. You should do an act.” 
 
    “Apart from plastic surgery, what do you need?” 
 
    “I’d like a coffee.” I climbed on a stool and slid the two flash drives across the bar. “I would also like you to put these somewhere safe. They’re worth a lot of money.” 
 
    He looked at them and went away to make coffee, saying, “To me?” 
 
    “Yes, to you. To both of us.” 
 
    He left the cup under the coffee machine and came and took the flash drives from the bar. I didn’t ask where he put them. I didn’t want to know. 
 
    He gave me the coffee and I pointed at his collection of music by his hi-fi system. The older ones were CDs, but he also had a rack of USB flash drives. 
 
    “What have you got there?” 
 
    He handed me the rack. I looked through them and picked one. “I’ll have the divine Sarah Vaughan, and the best of the Eagles.” I pulled off the labels and dropped them on the bar. “I won’t need these.” 
 
    He shrugged and pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Sure. I didn’t make ’em because I like ’em or anything. Help yourself.” 
 
    When I’d finished my coffee I drove to the post office on Dryades Street, opposite the Methodist church, and deposited the Divine One and the Eagles in a box there. Then I climbed back in the TVR and drove through the afternoon heat haze to Carondelet Street. There I parked outside the Marine Engineers Beneficial Association and walked down the dark alley to the Blues Club. The afternoon was sultry and my shirt was already sticking to my back.  
 
    The club was closed, but the door was ajar and I could see down the narrow corridor the dim lights inside. I pushed in and walked down, past the peeling wallpaper and the nicotine stains, to the door to the saloon. I stood a moment, waiting for my eyes to adjust.  
 
    The Blues Club was a dive. The top floor was a long, narrow bar that, thanks to Russian Pete’s influence, was licensed for drinking and smoking. The license was expensive, but the number of people who crammed in there each night made it more than worthwhile.  
 
    The real attraction, though, was for the special patrons who were allowed downstairs. Downstairs didn’t exist officially, but if you were let in—and anybody who was anybody was let in—you could gamble on cage fights.  
 
    But these were not the legal, regulated fights you got to watch on TV, where sometimes the fighters got scratched and bled a bit from their lips and noses. This was the real deal, and small fortunes could change hands in a night’s gambling. Most matches ended in broken ribs and limbs, but the serious ones were usually to the death, and those were the ones that attracted the big bets. It wasn’t legal, but anybody who was in a position to stop it was down there betting, so the fights went on.  
 
    There was a whole circuit of clubs across the South, and a lot of the fighters became cult figures and retired rich in their mid-thirties, if they lived that long. The club with the most status and caché was the Blues Club, and if you got to fight there, you knew you’d made it. But you also knew you were up against the best, and sooner or later you’d be fighting for your life. 
 
    The club belonged to Frank the Bruiser, under Russian Pete’s protection. He was a black, cockney giant with hands the size of a man’s head. He’d been a boxer back in the day, and he’d come close to the world title a couple of times, but a blow to the eye had dislodged his retina and he’d had to retire from the game. He had a lot of charm and he’d made friends with a lot of people in high places, so he’d opened a club in New York.  
 
    Every night it filled up with sparkling people drinking champagne and martini cocktails. Frank made a fortune, but he was always depressed because he missed the scene. So in the end he moved to New Orleans, expanded his clientele and with some of his friends, set up the circuit.  
 
    That enlarged his clientele a little further. I figured that Russian Pete had given me everything he was likely to give me on the third party Harry was working for. If I wanted more, I was going to have to use Frank and his expanded clientele. 
 
    As my eyes adjusted to the half-light I became aware of Mauro, Frank’s upstairs barman, sitting with his feet up on one of the tables, watching me. I gave him a nod and said, “Frank in?” He aimed his forehead at the door to the stairs and said, “Down.” 
 
    The stairs were narrow and ran down from the hall. You had to squeeze through a small, rickety door at the top and then go down the steps in single file to squeeze through a second door at the bottom. Everything in the Blues Club was narrow. It was part of the style, like the single bare bulb that lighted the way down. Apparently the patrons were sick of the relentless luxury of their lives, and the squalor of the Blues Club gave them some relief. A kick of menace in a life of unrelieved pleasure.  
 
    The door at the bottom was open and I stepped through. The bar was a square of dark wood and brass near the center of the room. There were two Australian kids wiping it down and polishing glasses, preparing it for the evening. Over on my left was the cage. It was the regulation eighteen-foot square with a sand floor and chicken wire over half-inch steel bars. The roof was wire and set at twelve feet. Once the cage was closed there was no way out.  
 
    Frank was sitting at a table talking to a guy in a tropical white suit. He had gelled black hair and a shirt as noisy as a jungle at feeding time. When I came in they both looked up and stopped talking. Frank got to his feet and his face split in a huge slice of white teeth. He advanced on me with his huge hands stretched out toward my shoulders. “Hey, me old mucker! What the fuck you doin’ up at this time? I always fought you was a night owl, man!” Then he laughed out loud, with his head thrown back, as though he’d said something really funny. 
 
    I shook his hand and offered him a cigarette. He waved it away. “No, man. I do all my smokin’ passively. Know what I mean?” He laughed again. Then all his expression vanished and he stared at me. “Wha’s up?” 
 
    I poked the cigarette in my mouth and said, “I need to ask you something.” I nodded at the table. “Can I sit down?” 
 
    Frank looked at the guy with the parrots on his shirt and said, “Depends what you wanna ask me, dunnit?”  
 
    I flipped the Zippo and leaned into the flame. “It’s about Harry. Harry the Teeth.” 
 
    The guy at the table suddenly spoke up. He had one of those voices that really wants you to know they came from some slum somewhere, because they think that gives them street cred. But they also want you to know they’ve moved on and now all their consonants have been sharpened through erosion by champagne bubbles. He raised his chin and crowed, “C’mon, Frank! Let your friend join us!” Then he looked at me. “We were just discussing business. I’m sure you’d be interested. We were planning a fight. Are you interested in cage fights, Mr.…?” 
 
    I walked over and dropped into a chair. I said, “Sure. I watch a few.”  
 
    Frank had his big grin on his face again. He ran his hand over his bald head and came and sat down. He said, “This is Micky Williams. He’s sponsoring a fighter.”  
 
    I smiled at him, easy and friendly, and said, “No kidding? Who’s your boy?”  
 
    “Actually, I represent a consortium. We’re buying in to the Chink. You know him?”  
 
    I grinned. “Yeah. I know him.” 
 
    Frank sat down with a face like a man who is trying to hide the pain in his ass. “What did you want to ask me?” 
 
    “I want to know who owns Harry the Teeth.” 
 
    Frank nodded several times, pulling his mouth down at the corners. “Yeah…” He said it like he was thinking, “Harry. I ain’t seen him around for a while…”  
 
    I leaned back in my chair, watching him, smiling. “I didn’t ask if you’d seen him, Frank. I asked you who owns him.” I turned to the guy with the gel on his head. “You don’t own Harry the Teeth, do you?” But he just smiled, shaking his head, and turned thoughtfully to Frank, as though I’d asked a really interesting question. “Who does own Harry, Frank?” he said. 
 
    Frank shrugged, pulled his mouth down again, nodded. “You know. I just don’t know offhand…” Then he looked at me with eyes that could have cut glass. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    I turned a sweet innocent smile on Micky Williams. “Because I killed him a couple of days ago and I wanted to apologize.” I killed the smile and eyed Frank. “Maybe you could put the word around, mention it to some of the people you know.” 
 
    Mr. Gel Williams was a little more serious now. I asked him, “When is your boy fighting? I won ten grand on him the other night. I’d like to bet on him again.”  
 
    “Saturday night. Be there. It’ll be good.”  
 
    “Who’s he up against, Frank?” 
 
    Frank’s face was like wood. “New guy. German. They call him the Hammer. Hans the Hammer.” 
 
    I stood. “It’s been nice talking to you guys. I’ll see you Saturday.” I pointed a friendly finger at Frank. “Don’t forget to ask around for me, Frank.” 
 
    He stood too. “I’ll see you to the door.” 
 
    He didn’t speak while we climbed the narrow stairs, while we went past the narrow, dark bar, or in the long, tight corridor with the peeling wallpaper. He spoke to me when we stepped out into the muggy afternoon heat of Carondelet Street. He took my shoulder in his giant black hand and said to me, “What’s your game?” 
 
    I looked him in the eye. “I’m spreading the word, Frank.” 
 
    “Listen to me. You ain’t been here long. You think you’re smart, but you don’t know how things work round here. You need to watch your step.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t need to get involved. Just spread the word. I want to know who owned Harry, that’s all. I had to kill him or he would have killed me. Now I want to apologize and...” I paused to inhale from my cigarette, let the smoke crawl out slow, smiling, watching his face. “…make things OK. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a long time. Then he nodded, patted my shoulder, turned and went back inside. I was still smiling as I strolled back to the car. The bidding would start soon, and I was curious to know how high they would go. I had a hunch they’d go pretty high. 
 
    It was going to be a rich harvest for the Verdugo. 
 
    In the car I tried Adrienne’s number again but there was still no reply, so I left another message saying I’d be at the Liborio on Magazine Street, to call me and meet me there. I hadn’t eaten so I had a steak sandwich and a couple of dry martinis in the crowded, air-conditioned cool. Then I lingered over a third martini while I waited for Adrienne to phone, but by six she hadn’t called so I got up and stepped out into Magazine Street again.  
 
    In the time I’d been inside the sky had grown dark and it had started to rain. The clouds were low and dense and it felt like there was a storm coming. The air was thick, sultry and static. I made for my car at a slow run as the first heavy drops started to fall.  
 
    By the time I got home the rain had settled into a steady downpour. I hung my clothes over the bath and changed into a pair of dry pants, then lay on the bed, with the lights off, listening to the rain and wondering what the hell the Lotus Report was.  
 
    By seven thirty it was as dark as night and the sound of voices and traffic had all gone from the Boulevard. I got up and went to the sitting room, pulled a chair over to the window and sat in the dark with my feet on the windowsill, trying not to wonder where Adrienne was and why she wasn’t returning my calls.  
 
    The rain in the street below was like a river. The water was spilling onto the sidewalks and what few people remained outside were running, wading ankle-deep in the flood.  
 
    I heard the key in my lock. I didn’t look. The only person who had a key to my place was Adrienne. I saw the light from the landing reflected in the open window, and as it slanted away and vanished I heard the door click closed behind me. There was silence a while and then Adrienne’s voice said, “Hey…” 
 
    Now I turned and looked at her. She had on a bright yellow raincoat. It was hard to tell in the dark if she was smiling or not. I thought it was some kind of a smile. I said, “Hi. Good day?” 
 
    She waited a moment, then got a chair and pulled it over beside me. She sat and looked out at the monsoon with me for a while. “What the hell’s with the rain?” She made some kind of sound that might have been a laugh. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    I said, “You didn’t answer my calls.”  
 
    She turned to face me and I caught the smell of booze on her breath. “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why the hell should I be mad? You don’t have to answer my calls. Was it a good party?” 
 
    She sighed noisily. “It wasn’t a party. I was working at college. Then Mark appeared in the library…” 
 
    “Mark…” 
 
    She looked at me. “Oh, come on! Mark Lawford, the senior lecturer in IT. I’ve known him for years!” I nodded and pulled my Camels from my pocket. I offered her one. She refused and I lit up. She said, “He said the professor of genetics and bio-technology was taking the PhD students out for a liquid lunch. It was his birthday.” She smiled at me. “By the state of him I’d say he’d had a liquid breakfast already.” She shrugged. “It was fun, and it just seemed to roll on.” She shrugged again, like she was mad at me for making her feel bad. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I said, “Why didn’t you answer my calls?” 
 
    She took a while before answering. “I was in the library. I had it on silent. It’s what you do in libraries. When we went out I forgot to switch it back.” 
 
    We sat in silence then for a while. Eventually I said, “You want a beer?” She shook her head and said, “I’ve probably had enough. What did you want to see me about?” 
 
    “The flash drives I picked up at Vanderbrook’s. When I tried to read them they turned out to be encrypted. I wanted you to have a look at them.” 
 
    She gave a small laugh that wasn’t really amused. The sound of the rain seemed suddenly very loud. She said, “Oh…and that’s why you’re mad!”  
 
    I said, “I’m not mad.”  
 
    “You’re not mad…”  
 
    “I told you that already… Should I be?” 
 
    “Oh, come on! Don’t be ridiculous! From the moment I walked through the door you’ve had a face like a damn violin!” 
 
    I flicked the butt out of the window. “I have? I’m sorry. Pay no attention. I wouldn’t want to spoil such a fun day.” 
 
    She was staring at me real hard. I knew her mother had been Mexican and there was a flash of Latino temper when she spoke. “You know? I thought for a moment you might actually be jealous…” 
 
    I cut her short with a loud laugh. “Me? Jealous?” 
 
    She stood. “Of course not! I should have known better! Mr. Cool don’t do jealous. It was just an annoying inconvenience that I wasn’t there to do your work when you clicked your fingers!” 
 
    I sighed loudly, wondering what the hell I was doing, wondering why women had to be so damned complicated. I said, “Come on! You’ve been drinking all afternoon. You’re reading everything all wrong!” 
 
    She shook her head and made a hissing noise, passing air through her teeth. “You know what…?”  
 
    She didn’t finish. She turned and walked to the door. There she stopped with her hand on the handle.  
 
    “I thought—just for a moment there—I thought maybe you actually cared about me. Me. But that was silly, because all you have ever cared about is what I can do for you! I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I called after her, “Come on, Adrienne!”  
 
    But she had already closed the door.  
 
    I went to the fridge and pulled out another beer and took it back to the window. The heat was oppressive despite the storm. I sat on the windowsill looking out. The rain wasn’t torrential anymore, but it was heavy. The water must have got in at one of the streetlamps, because the light was buzzing and flickering, and down the road one of the shop alarms was ringing. Apart from that the only sound was the rain hitting the flooded road with a wet hiss. 
 
    I don’t know what happened first, if I heard the door slam downstairs, or if I saw the headlamps come on. I knew the door slamming had to be Adrienne, because she had to come out onto the road to get in through her front door. Then there was the roar of a powerful engine. It made me turn and look. It was a big four-by-four parked by the crafts market on the corner.  
 
    Suddenly it was accelerating, spraying water six feet into the air. I felt a stab of hot adrenaline and leaned out the window. I saw Adrienne. She was out on the sidewalk pulling her key from her pocket. I saw her look up at the sound of the car. My heart thudded once, real hard, and my stomach burned. I looked back and the SUV must have been doing forty. It mounted the sidewalk and bounced, sending waves rolling and crashing into the front yards. Adrienne raised her arms and then the car had caught her and rammed her against the fence. I heard the rush of water and saw white foam engulf her. The car seemed to roll over her and then accelerated away, up the hill, toward Faubourg Livaudais. All I could see then was her yellow raincoat reflecting the streetlights, bobbing slowly in the water. 
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    I grabbed my cell and ran, half-stumbling down the stairs, dialing for an ambulance. Then I was out, wading toward where she was lying, with her head submerged and her yellow coat billowing on the flood. I stuffed the phone in my pocket, hooked my arms under her shoulders, lifted her head free and dragged her backwards toward the door I had left open. There was blood streaming all over her face from a gash in her head.  
 
    I managed to haul her up the steps and lay her in the hall. Her head lolled to one side. I put my ear to her mouth but there was no breath. I held her wrist and felt no pulse. A knot of nausea twisted my gut. I pinched her nose and blew hard and steady into her open mouth. I couldn’t punch her heart in case she had broken ribs. I blew again and listened. Nothing. 
 
    Then there was the distant wail of an ambulance. It approached fast and soon there was the loud splash of water above the siren, and I could see the red and blue lights reflecting on the flood outside. I stood and stepped out into the rain, hailing them. The doors slid open with a slam. One paramedic in green jumped from the cab and ran toward me asking, “What happened?” Another was running to the back, opening the rear doors. I was talking, explaining, leading him to where Adrienne lay motionless and bloody in the hall. 
 
    Then he was crouching over her, listening, holding her wrist, talking to a second paramedic, a woman, and they were lifting Adrienne onto a stretcher. I was saying, “Where are you taking her?”  
 
    I was barefoot, with no shirt, just sodden jeans. But I had to be with her. “Can I ride with her?” The woman was shaking her head. They had her on some kind of a gurney and they were pushing her through the water toward the ambulance. I was saying, “Why can’t I ride with her in the back?” And the woman was saying, “Please, sir! Don’t get in the way. She’s critical. If you want her to live, stay out of the way! She’s going to Louisiana State, on Perdido Street.”  
 
    Then the doors slammed, the siren wailed and the lights, reflecting off the foaming water, accelerated away into the dark. I stood, paralyzed. It must have been only seconds, but it felt like a long time, watching the red and blue lights disappear. I must have rushed, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt like I was wading through a slow dream. I ran up the stairs, pulled on a shirt and my boots. I found the keys to the Griffith, clattered down the stairs again, three at a time, and clambered into the TVR. Then I was driving, through rain and darkness, toward the city center, jumping the lights and skidding on the empty, wet roads. 
 
    Eventually I killed the engine and the lights in the parking lot and sat staring at the blackness of my windshield. My ghost stared back at me. I needed to know, but I didn’t want to know.  
 
    I got out and walked through the dark rain that seeped into my clothes and crawled through my hair. The lights of the lobby were bright and merciless. I passed through the plate-glass doors and went to the reception desk, wiping the water from my face. The woman at the desk eyed me like she’d been expecting trouble all her life, and I was the trouble she’d been expecting.  
 
    I said, “A Miss Adrienne Gaynor was admitted to the ER here about fifteen minutes ago. She was hit by a car…” 
 
    She typed into her PC and I watched her eyes crawl across the screen. Without looking at me she said, “How do you spell that?” I told her, “First name, A-D-R-I-E-N-N-E, second name, G-A-Y-N-O-R. She was brought by ambulance…” 
 
    She shook her head and looked at me. “Sorry, there ain’t no one by that name.” I pushed the water back into my hair again. My belly was getting hot.  
 
    “The paramedic said they were bringing her here…”  
 
    She shrugged and shook her head again. “Well he can say mass, don’t mean it’s true. Ain’t no Adrienne Gaynor come in my hospital tonight.”  
 
    I took a deep breath. “If she had died in the ambulance…?”  
 
    “She would still be on my computer. But she ain’t. So she ain’t here.” 
 
    I looked at her hard and saw one of her eyebrows rise. She was getting ready to call security. I was kind of hoping she would. I said, “So where would they have taken her, if not here?”  
 
    She obviously liked shaking her head. She shook it again now. “I don’t know.” I leant on the desk, real close to her, and did something that should have been a smile, but wasn’t. “There has to be some way I can find out where she was taken. Tell me, or I’ll tear that computer out of your reception desk and ram it up your tight little ass.” I said it quiet, so no one would hear except her. I saw her draw breath to call security. Before she could I said, “Sure, call them, but before they get here you’ll be needing surgery. To get the computer out of your ass. Just answer the damn question, sugar, and I’ll leave. How can I find her?” 
 
    She held my eye a moment, then asked me, “Where did the accident take place?”  
 
    “Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard.”  
 
    She shrugged with her eyebrows. “They shoulda brought her here. Maybe they took her to Tulane Avenue….”  
 
    I pointed at her phone. “Call them.”  
 
    Her face hardened. “Do you know how many emergencies there have been tonight?” She scrawled a number on a piece of paper and shoved it at me. “You call them.” 
 
    I walked away from the reception punching the number into my cell. It was engaged. I hung up and tried again. It was still engaged. I stepped outside. The rain was easing but it was still heavy. I ran for the TVR, climbed into the muffled dark and slammed the door. Then I sat a moment, listening to the drumming on the roof. I dialed the number a third time and got through.  
 
    “Was a Miss Adrienne Gaynor admitted this evening to your ER? She was hit by a car on Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard…” 
 
    There was the sound of a keyboard being tapped and after a moment the voice came back, “No, I’m sorry. There is no one of that name.” I rubbed my eyes with my finger and thumb, trying to hold down the growing rage. “Can you check again, please? I was there when the ambulance picked her up. The name is Adrienne, with a double ‘N’ and the surname is G-A-Y-N-O-R…”  
 
    There was a short silence. “No, I’m sorry. No one of that name was admitted this evening. I’ve checked various spellings…” 
 
    I sat in the car and tried every ER in New Orleans. Then I got the number for A-Med. The guy was a bit cool at first, but when I lied and told him my wife had been taken in an ambulance and none of the hospitals seemed to have admitted her, he became concerned. He asked for the precise time and place of the accident and the call, and the number I had called from. I gave him the information.  
 
    There was a long silence, and when his voice came back it was confused. “Sir? That call was logged, but a few seconds later we received another call. It said the victim was being taken in a private vehicle…” 
 
    My head was throbbing and I was feeling dizzy. I said, “There was no other call. An ambulance came…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. That’s the information I have. Somebody called…ummm…ten seconds after you called and cancelled the ambulance…” 
 
    I was about to hang up but stopped. “Can you give me that number? The number that called the second time?” 
 
    “No, sir. I can’t do that…”  
 
    “She may have been kidnapped!”  
 
    “That would be a police matter…” 
 
    I hung up. 
 
    There was nothing I could do. I went home, got Larry out of bed and tried to explain to him as best I could that his stepdaughter had been hit by an SUV. That she’d been taken to the hospital in an ambulance, but no New Orleans hospital had any record of her arrival, and the ambulance service had no record of having picked her up.  
 
    He looked at me like I was crazy and after a long silence he asked me to leave.  
 
    I lay on my bed, in the oppressive heat, looking at the darkness and listening to the rain falling outside. It sounded like it would never end. When the light started to turn gray I got up, had a shower and did the rounds of ER departments in New Orleans, demanding they go over their records again and again. None of them had any record of any Adrienne Gaynor. She had simply vanished.  
 
    That evening I went to the cops on Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard and reported her as a missing person. When I told them her name and how it happened they gave me that look that says you just became their prime suspect, and told me Larry had already reported it. I made a statement, signed it and went home. 
 
    I spent the next three days cruising, searching the city and waiting for the call that would tell me Adrienne was dead. The call never came. The heat and the rain didn’t stop, they got worse.  
 
    On Friday Olaf called. I asked him, “Did you sort things out, Olaf?” 
 
    I was only half listening when he said, “I need you to come here.” 
 
    “I can’t, right now. I’ll call you this evening and come over.” 
 
    “You need to understand. This is more important.” 
 
    “No, Olaf, it isn’t.” 
 
    “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’ll call you this evening, Olaf.” 
 
    He took a big, shaky breath and then he said something that at the time I didn’t understand.  
 
    “All right. But I’ll be homeless by then. You understand?” And he hung up. 
 
    Something in his voice troubled me enough to drag me away from thinking about Adrienne. Looking back, I should have reacted sooner, but I didn’t. I hung around, paralyzed, struggling with what to do, until finally I took my jacket and went down to Larry.  
 
    He’d opened the place for the first time since Adrienne had gone, but there was no one there and he was just staring at the TV in the corner with blank eyes. He didn’t look at me when I went in. I said, “Larry, I have to go out. Will you call me if…”  
 
    I didn’t know how to finish the sentence, and he didn’t answer me anyway. He just kept staring at the TV, seeing nothing. There was just the muggy heat and the whir of the fan in the corner, and the president’s petulant voice droning in the corner:  
 
    “...I can give you my personal guarantee that the so-called proof that da Silva claims he can adduce is so much bull. There is no proof because it isn’t true. And he can be sure that if he does not cease and desist, I will destroy the Brazilian economy and wipe it from the map… 
 
    I glanced at the smug face on the screen and noted vaguely in the back of my mind that his tone had changed. But I didn’t think about it much because it didn’t mean anything to me at the time. 
 
    I left the Griffith a couple of streets away and walked to St Andrew Street, where I had left Olaf in the upstairs apartment. There was a BMW with smoked glass windows parked outside. I looked around and didn’t see anyone, so I let myself in and climbed the stairs. 
 
    I could smell the death as soon as I stepped through the door. Cadavers have a very distinct smell. It’s a thick, almost sweet smell, a bit like rotting fruit, and in the humid heat it was strong. The lights were out and the drapes were closed. I left them that way, shut the door and stood a while listening. There was no movement, no sound but the patter and rattle of the rain outside. I took a Camel from my pocket and put it in my mouth. I didn’t light it. I did a circuit of the living room, taking my time. There was no sign of a struggle, no blood. Nothing. 
 
    In the half-light I could see the bedroom door. It was ajar, showing a narrow strip of blackness. I stepped over to it, stood to one side and pushed gently with my fingertips. It swung open, but nothing else happened, so I slipped in and pressed against the wall, waiting, listening. Still nothing happened, except that in here the stink of death was overpowering. After a moment I flipped on the light. 
 
    The first thing I saw was the Glock 17 lying by my feet. I crouched down and, using my handkerchief, picked it up. The barrel was hot and smelled like it had been fired recently.  
 
    The bed had probably been slept in, the quilt was bundled on the floor and the sheet was rumpled. There was no one in the bed, but it was saturated from the headboard down to the foot with thick, fresh blood. About eight foot from the bed, lying facing the wardrobe, with his arms and legs twisted at a crazy angle, was what was left of a man. A man in what looked like a black Armani suit. There was a spattered trail of blood between the bed and the body. 
 
    I went over and crouched down beside it so I could see his face. It was Arana’s Armani guy. Using the Glock, I pushed him onto his back. Someone had made a nasty mess of his belly and he must have bled to death pretty quickly. Whoever had done this was either very strong or very mad, because this guy had done all his bleeding on the bed, and then his body had been thrown eight foot across the room. Moving a dead body is hard; throwing one is practically impossible.  
 
    I fished in his pocket and found the keys to a BMW, so the car downstairs was his. I put them back in his pocket, left his piece by his side and looked around the rest of the house. There was no sign of Olaf. 
 
    None of it made much sense. Arana had sent this guy around to Rafa’s place on St. Andrew Street. Somebody who was already here had cut him open on or right by the bed and then thrown his body across the room. Whoever it was had then left, maybe with Olaf. Or maybe Olaf hadn’t been here when they arrived. 
 
    There were a lot of problems with that scenario. The first was that Arana, whom I’d met for the first time just a couple of days before, had no way of knowing Rafa had this place, or even that I was friends with Rafa. Which meant that he had somehow tracked Olaf here.  
 
    But that led me to the second problem: what the hell did Arana want with Olaf? It was hard to imagine two people who were less likely to be involved with each other.  
 
    The third problem was, who the hell had met the Armani guy here and killed him? And why? A small voice in the back of my head was telling me wherever Arana showed up, it seemed there was some unknown third party in the background, either killing people or having them killed. 
 
    Whatever the answers were, two questions stood out above all the rest: had Olaf left of his own accord? Or had whoever killed Armani Boy taken Olaf with him? And, was this killing connected with Adrianne’s disappearance?  
 
    The answer to that was obvious. It was too much of a coincidence not to be the case. 
 
    I went back to Armani and fished around in his pockets again until I found his cell. In his address book I found El Jefe, the boss, which I guessed must be Arana. I pressed call and after a couple of rings I heard Arana’s voice. It said, “Lo tienes?” Have you got it—or him. 
 
    “It’s not your boy, Arana. Your boy is dead.” 
 
    There was a silence that seemed long, but was probably just seconds. Then he said, “Who is this?” 
 
    I said, “We need to talk.” 
 
    He recognized me then because he said, “You.” Then he said, “Did you kill Pablo?” 
 
    “No. Where are you now?” 
 
    He was taking his time over each answer. I could almost hear his brain whirring. Finally he said, “Saudades do Brasil. It’s on Canal Street…” 
 
    “I know where it is.” 
 
    I hung up, made a call to Rafa and went back down to my car.  
 
      
 
    The head waiter showed me to Arana’s table. He was sitting at a big table at the back of the restaurant with a couple of his boys. They were smoking and drinking coffee and cognac over a white linen tablecloth littered with the remains of a very rare, very bloody steak dinner. I pulled up a chair and sat down. They all watched me but nobody said anything. I ordered a whiskey from the waiter, pulled out my Camels and lit up.  
 
    To Arana I said, “Here’s how I figure it. One or more G8 governments, acting through covert departments, commissioned Professor Olaf Erickson to carry out some research into mind-altering drugs, possibly involving peyote. Am I warm?”  
 
    Arana inhaled deeply on his cigarette and looked carefully at the ashtray as he exhaled and tapped off a millimeter of ash. That was good enough for me. So I went on, “A few weeks ago, I don’t know exactly when, he decided, for reasons best known to himself, that he wanted to get into bed with da Silva. It may have been money, but knowing Olaf, I don’t think so. Let’s just say he had his reasons.  
 
    “Whatever they were, what he showed da Silva got him so excited he shared it with his opposite numbers across South America, and between them, they struck a deal with Olaf. The deal went something like this: he would let them have first sight of his research, in exchange they would pay him handsomely and, above all, keep their mouths shut, because Olaf knew he was laying his life on the line. Right? And, I’m guessing, you, as their man in the USA, were detailed to look after him. I’m guessing that’s a big part of your job, right, Arana? You look after all kinds of useful people over here.” 
 
    Arana sniffed, sipped, smoked, tapped and said nothing. The waiter came with my whiskey. I waited till he’d gone and I went on. 
 
    “But the political profit to be made was too great, and da Silva started mouthing off about suing the G8 at the ICJ. His talk of conclusive proof rang alarm bells all through the smoke-filled, oak-paneled clubs in the major industrial powers. They knew that proof could only come from one place: Professor Olaf Erickson. Olaf knew his time was up and he came to me for help to get him to a safe house. Once there he called you to get him out of trouble. You sent Pablo Armani, but somebody else got there first and killed your boy. How am I doing?” 
 
    He crushed out his cigarette while letting out a long stream of smoke through his nose. He looked like a very irritated, very small dragon with bottle-base glasses. He shrugged and pulled an ugly face. “You talkin’. So what?” 
 
    “So you haven’t got your report, and you haven’t got your star witness. So da Silva is going to turn up at the ICJ with egg all over his face, along with the rest of the coalition. And you are going to be very unpopular with the folks back home.” 
 
    His face went real hard and real expressionless. “You sellin’ somethin’?” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll talk about that later. First you tell me something. Maybe whoever killed your boy took Olaf away with him. My gut says no. You must have had some kind of contingency plan. If Olaf got into trouble, what was he supposed to do?” 
 
    He curled his lip, tipped his glass and watched the cognac move around it as though he loathed its guts. His boys were all watching him. I thought he wasn’t going to answer, so I said, “Listen, Arana, if they, whoever they are—CIA, MI5, whoever it is—if they find him first, they’ll kill him. Then you’ll be screwed. If I can find him and get him to you, I know he’ll live because you need him alive. Now, Olaf is my friend. He’s like family. Tell me what your contingency plan was, and I’ll look for him and bring him to you.” 
 
    He looked at me now, up and down a couple of times, then he said, “I’m not his fockin’ baby sidder. I’m not here to change his fockin’ nappies and wipe his fockin’ ass. Contingency plan? Contingency plan? Get a fockin’ taxi and go to the fockin’ Brazilian Consulate, or the Colombian Consulate, or the fockin’ Mexican Consulate! That is the contingency plan!” 
 
    “You’re some piece of work, Arana. They pay you to do this?” 
 
    “You sellin’ somethin’, sell it. Tell me what you offerin’ and tell me what you want. Stop wastin’ my fockin’ time with your fockin’ stories.” 
 
    I sat forward and crushed out my cigarette. “I’m going to try to find Olaf. I’d like your help. I’d like to bring him to you so you can keep him safe until the trial at the ICJ. I also need to know what you arranged for him to do if his employers found out that he was passing information to you.” 
 
    He spoke in Spanish to his boys for a minute, then turned to me. “I will provide two cars and eight men to pick him up if you find him. You call this number…” He scrawled on a piece of paper and handed it to me. As I read it he said, “Florida Avenue. If you find him, you take him there. To the end, by the bridge.” He jerked his head at his goons. “They will pick him up there in two cars.” 
 
    I memorized the number and set fire to it in the ashtray. “You better make those cars bulletproof, Arana. They made a real mess of your boy.” 
 
      
 
    I drove around for a couple of hours just looking at the crowds in the crazy hope I might spot him walking the streets, trying to lose himself in the throng, one small old man with a knobby stick among four hundred thousand souls. I was trying to think, trying to put myself in his place, asking myself, where would I go? What would I do if I were him? 
 
    In the end I thought the chances of his trying to reach me at home were as good as any. He at least knew where I was, and there was also the chance the cops might turn up with news of Adrienne. So I drove home, showered, and lay on top of the bed staring at the ceiling, waiting; waiting for Olaf and waiting for Adrienne. 
 
    Maybe Olaf had got away. My gut told me he had. He was smart, and if they had taken him he would have left some kind of a sign for me. He hadn’t left anything, and that, I decided, was a message in itself. He knew what he was doing and he would get to me. 
 
    Adrienne was a different story. I guess I had known right from the start, only I hadn’t wanted to accept it, but by Friday, as I lay staring at the ceiling, listening to the traffic and the rain on that hot night, it was clear to me that Adrienne had been taken as a bargaining chip. How and why they had made it so elaborate, I could not understand. They could have just bundled her in the back of the SUV. But they had chosen to do it this way. 
 
    Saturday I had breakfast at Rafa’s, hung around waiting for a phone call or some kind of message, drove around the city a couple of times and finally, about eight, I went back home, showered and dressed for the fight. 
 
    I arrived at the Blues Club at about half past nine, half an hour before the fight was due to start. The place was buzzing, noisy, and the air was thick with smoke. The cage was illuminated, but there was no one in it yet. I pushed through the crowd toward where Frank usually sat. He was at his table with Williams—Mr. Hair Gel—John Cross and Dianne Schelling. Russian Pete was there too, looking huge and pouring champagne. Frank got up when he saw me and came over with his hand outstretched and a big grin on his face. I shook his hand and held it real tight, pulling him toward me. 
 
    “Where’s Adrienne, Frank?” 
 
    He laughed and slapped me on the shoulder. “I fought whiskey was more your drink! Didn’t fink you liked gin!” 
 
    He went to draw me toward the table, but I pulled him back and took hold of the back of his neck with my left hand. 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, Frank. Where’s Adrienne?” 
 
    His face changed. It turned hard and he looked me in the eye. “Don’t do that. It won’t get you nowhere. You called this. Now you’ve got to roll with the punches, mate. Sorry.” He held my eye a minute, then said, “Come and have a drink.” 
 
    I didn’t move. “Did you find who owned Harry?” 
 
    He stepped up close to me and spoke. I could feel his breath on my ear. “Right now, you ain’t got many friends round here. I’m your friend and I’m tryin’ to look out for you. Now, do yourself a ’avor and come and have a drink, will you?” 
 
    Dianne watched me approach without saying anything. John Cross smiled and said, “Well, my fellow aficionado, nice to see you again!” 
 
    Russian Pete was smiling with his frosted eyes on mine. I sat down and a waiter came for my order. I told him a double Bushmills straight up.  
 
    Pete said, “Was my friend Arana able to help you?” 
 
    I didn’t answer straight away. I pulled out my pack of Camels, extracted one and lit it, taking my time. I blew smoke at the ceiling and said, “I guess he told you all about it.” Pete laughed through his nose, making all the noise in his chest. He said, “He paid you your money. So what more do you want?” 
 
    I sat back and looked at Dianne and John Cross, Micky and Frank. They were leaning in to each other, laughing, talking about the cage and some fight they’d seen. I looked back at Pete. “Am I talking to you? Was Harry your boy after all?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I am trying to save you time, trouble and pain. We have known each other long time. I want help you if I can.” 
 
    “So you’re priming me.” 
 
    He shrugged a big shrug and repeated, “You got your money. That was what you wanted. Why not leave it now?” 
 
    “Do you know where Adrienne is?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows up toward the dome of his head and sounded surprised. “I know nothing. I know nothing! I give you advice, that is all! I know this business. You know that!” He laughed, including me in his big, Russian laugh, telling me I could be on the inside again if I just toed the line. “I have lot of experience, and my feeling is, drop what you are doing. You got your money. Drop what you are doing and everything will go back to normal.” 
 
    I watched him a long time through the smoke. He held my eyes all the while. He knew what I was going to say before I said it. “So who owned Harry, Pete?” 
 
    The smile was small, and a little sad. He turned and looked at Frank and Frank looked at me. Frank looked sad too. I watched him get up and walk over to the bar, pushing his huge body through the press of people. There was a man there. He was short but powerfully built, dressed in a dark suit. He was talking to a tall man with glasses and a couple of hookers, and making them laugh. When Frank approached he turned and the two greeted each other like old friends, hugs, backslapping and all. They talked a minute and the other guy nodded a lot, looking at the floor. Then he excused himself from the hookers and followed Frank back to our table, where Frank stood looking down at me.  
 
    “This is Colonel James Kaposvari, of the United States Air Force.” He turned then to Kaposvari and said, “This is the man I was telling you about, Colonel. He was keen to meet you.” 
 
    Kaposvari was about to sit down, but I stood and said, “Let’s go talk somewhere quiet.” I saw him color slightly and raise an eyebrow. Maybe he’d expected me to salute.  
 
    The cage was still empty and the area around the dressing rooms was clear, so I pushed through the crowd toward the doors. I didn’t see if Kaposvari was following me or not, but I guessed if he wanted the flash drives bad enough to kill Vanderbrook, he wanted them bad enough to follow me to the dressing rooms. I wasn’t wrong. When I got there he was right behind me.  
 
    He came up close. His eyes were small and hard, like little black diamonds. I said, “I killed Harry the Teeth. I stuck an ice pick in the back of his neck. The same ice pick he used to kill Klaus Vanderbrook.” I dropped my cigarette butt on the floor and crushed it with my toe. He didn’t say anything. He was still measuring me up with his little, hard eyes. I figured I’d give him a little more to measure. I said, “I thought about using the piano wire he tried to use on me, but the ice pick was quicker, and I was in a hurry to get away. I had some flash drives to dispose of.” 
 
    He took a moment to finish reading my face, then smiled on the left side of his. He took a silver cigarette case from his pocket, extracted a cigarette and lit it with a gold lighter. Then he blew smoke at the ceiling, while watching me.  
 
    “OK, you convinced me. You’re a hard man. You fight dirty and you mean business. You’re a son of a bitch and I shouldn’t mess with you. That what you’re trying to tell me?” 
 
    I smiled sweetly. “That about covers it, Colonel.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good. And you picked up some flash drives from Harry?” 
 
    “I have them somewhere safe. And before you have your friends at the CIA start taking my fingers off with a pair of pliers, Colonel, let me explain. I don’t know where they are. And if I start losing digits the flash drives go straight to da Silva, care of the US Postal Service. It would be cheaper and easier for you if we start talking money.” 
 
    His face said he was enjoying doing business with me. His eyes said he wanted to kill me. Real bad. He said, “Have you looked at them?”  
 
     “Enough.” 
 
    “How much is enough?” 
 
    “I know it’s the Lotus Eater Report.” 
 
    His eyes glazed. His voice was quiet, almost like a hiss. “What is the Lotus Report?” 
 
    I scratched my eyebrow and sighed loudly. “I’m getting bored, Colonel. Let’s talk money. I’m going to ask da Silva’s representative for fifty grand. Can you do better than that?” 
 
    I knew as soon as I said it that I’d made a mistake. He tried to hide the smile, but I saw it. He knew from the figure I’d pitched that I didn’t know what the Lotus Report was. He said, “OK, I’ll double whatever Arana offers you. That is who we’re talking about, isn’t it? But understand, there is a limit, and flash drives or no flash drives, if you push too far I will have you killed. Have we got a deal?” 
 
    I nodded, but as he was about to turn away, I said, “What about Adrienne?” 
 
    He looked me straight in the face and I couldn’t read his expression. Then the lights went down and the spotlight hit the cage. Frank was in there, holding a microphone, grinning his huge grin. 
 
    “Good evening! Ladies and gentlemen, we have a real treat for you tonight!” 
 
    There was a lot of hooting and shouting. Frank laughed. He loved it. He pointed at someone in the crowd and said, “I’ll see you later! And bring your sister this time!” More laughter. “But seriously. We have a real treat tonight. We were recently rocked and shocked by a fighter the likes of whom we had not seen in a loooooong time!” Hoots and shouts. “We thought…” He paused for effect and looked around into the hushed darkness. “We thought the Turk was mean. But this little dynamo, this little killer, did for the Turk in two rounds!”  
 
    There were wild hoots and shouts now. The air was thick and electric with anticipation. I could feel my own heart accelerating and I saw Kaposvari step closer to the cage. Frank’s eyes were shining as he scanned the crowd.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, we have the greatest SOB of all time, that little, inscrutable, murderous firebrand, the Chink!”  
 
    He’d built them up and now they went wild, whistling, shouting, whooping. The door beside me opened and two guys with towels round their necks came out, and just behind them was the Chink. He was wearing kung fu pants and little black shoes with white socks. His chest was bare and he didn’t look especially muscular. He did a few steps and punched the air. The crowd liked him and they were still cheering like crazy. He danced to the cage entrance and went in. Did a few more dance steps and went to his corner, where he started bouncing and loosening up. His two guys had gone to his corner too, but they had to stay on the outside of the cage. 
 
    Frank held his hand up for silence. When the crowd had cooled down he said, “But! But… if you are thinking this will be a walkover for the little yellow peril, think again! Because we have, from Germany, the titanic, the gigantic, the unbeaten Aryan demon—Hans the Hammer!” 
 
    Now there were loud boos. The door opened again and two more guys, pale and blond, emerged with towels round their necks. Behind them was the biggest guy I’d ever seen in my life. He must have been six ten if he was an inch. His shoulders were a full three feet across. He looked like he was made of stone. His head was like a square block of concrete and he had small, pale blue, deep-set eyes. He didn’t dance or punch the air. He showed no emotion at all. He just walked into the cage and went to his corner. There he started doing exercises to warm up. 
 
    Kaposvari turned and looked at me. He had a strange smile on his face. He said, “Who’s your money on?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not betting tonight.” 
 
    “But if you were…?” 
 
    I looked at the two of them a long time. The Hammer looked dangerous. He was big and hard, and he looked like you could grow tired hitting him and it wouldn’t make much difference. But then I looked at the Chink, and the way he danced, and his speed. I shook my head again. “It would still be on the Chink.” 
 
    Kaposvari looked surprised. “The Hammer will kill the Chink tonight.” 
 
    I couldn’t resist it. I took a C-note from my wallet and held it up. “A hundred says the Chink will win.” 
 
    He looked me over with a strange expression that wasn’t exactly a smile. “You’re on,” he said. I pointed at the Hammer. “He’s got a lot of firepower, Colonel. But you have to have something to shoot at.” 
 
    The bell sounded and the Hammer moved fast to the center of the cage. The Chink didn’t. He moved sideways, with his hands hanging low, taking small, dancing steps, circling the Hammer. The Hammer knew the Chink would seek out the angles, because he didn’t have the reach for a direct attack, and he knew that his own advantage was in straight, long-range blows. So he tried to cut off the Chink’s circling by cutting across his path. Then he closed in. The Chink had nowhere to retreat to and his head was in range. The Hammer lashed out with the speed of a snake. His left fist caught the Chink square in the head and sent him sprawling against the wire. The Hammer closed in fast for a second blow, but the Chink was on the floor rolling. Then he was on his feet behind the Hammer, dancing again. I looked for a bruise, or a cut, but I couldn’t see one. 
 
    Kaposvari turned to me and smiled. “Round two. He won’t get to round three.” 
 
    The Chink was circling again and the Hammer was cutting him off again, pressing him in to the wire. I began to worry. The Chink was using up energy, weaving and dancing, while the Hammer just had to stand there, cut off his circling and hammer him with blows when he came in range.  
 
    A front kick caught the Chink on his arm. He dodged a second one, but the Hammer followed up with a side kick that caught him in the belly and hurled him against the wire again, making it rattle. The crowd were shouting at him to dance, to dodge, to attack. Kaposvari laughed quietly and glanced at me. What he hadn’t seen was that the Chink had ridden the side kick. The Hammer’s foot had struck his cupped hands in front of his belly. It had thrown him, but it hadn’t penetrated. 
 
    The Chink rolled and was on his feet again before the Hammer could get to him. Two good blows and the Chink was unhurt. The Hammer was looking fazed. I glanced at Kaposvari. He was frowning. The Hammer hurled himself at the Chink in two furious spinning back kicks. He was fast and strong, but not fast enough. The Chink ducked and danced and was miles away by the time the Hammer was on his second kick. He landed, looking for the Chink. That was dangerous and they both knew it. The Hammer was frowning, and now the Chink was smiling. The Hammer closed in again. He was more focused now, more concentrated, but also more careful. He started jabbing with his left, but the Chink dodged the punches easily. He ducked a couple of front and side kicks and then the bell went. There was a lot of booing and whistling from the crowd as the two went to their corners. 
 
    Kaposvari looked at me. “OK, he can dance, but this isn’t America’s Got Talent. This is a fight to the death. The Hammer will kill him. He has the power.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. “Yeah, that’s what Vanderbrook said.” 
 
    After thirty seconds the bell went for the second round. This time the Chink walked to the center of the cage. The Hammer approached him with caution, but then lashed out with a roundhouse. If it had caught the Chink it would have killed him. But it didn’t. He crouched and let it skim over his head. As it passed he stabbed with his fingertips and hit the Hammer in his calf muscle. The Hammer didn’t pause. He followed up with a spinning back kick, but by now the Chink was on his left.  
 
    I didn’t see the move. It was too fast, but there was a noise like a whip crack and the Hammer was staggering sideways across the cage, holding his left shoulder. The Chink was dancing and smiling. The Hammer closed in again. His eyes were narrow and you could see his jaw muscle bouncing. If he hadn’t known it before, now he knew he was fighting for his life. He lashed out with three left jabs. On each one the Chink dodged and jabbed at his underarm with his fingertips. The Hammer followed up with a right cross, but the Chink wasn’t there. He was on the Hammer’s left again, in the rider’s stance, feet planted wide apart, knees bent. I reckon he punched three times, but it might have been four or five. He moved too fast to see and his muscles were stretched taut like strings. He pounded into the Hammer’s shoulder, where he’d hit him before. The Hammer let out a strange, strangled roar and staggered away, clutching at his shoulder again. 
 
    Now his eyes were wide, on fire with rage and fear. The Chink was dancing again. I leaned over to Kaposvari and said, “Colonel, this is called death by a thousand cuts. It’s an education. It teaches us that there are many kinds of power.” 
 
    Maybe he didn’t hear me. Maybe he was too engrossed in the fight. The Hammer’s left arm was now hanging limp by his side. He was going to have to rely on his legs. They both knew that. And they both knew that, though he was strong, each one of his legs weighed as much as the Chink. Throwing them around was going to be tiring. 
 
    He lunged in a powerful, surging side kick. It was verging on desperation. The Chink struck with his fingertips again and struck at the calf muscle. The Hammer followed up with a roundhouse. The Chink dodged again and struck with his fingers, again at the calf. The Hammer was beginning to limp. Now there was less rage in his eyes than fear. The Chink stopped dancing. He stopped smiling. The seconds were counting down to the bell. He took two small, skipping steps and jumped.  
 
    He spun in the air with a speed that was not really human. The Hammer could not have seen him. The back of his heel smashed into the Hammer’s temple and he crumpled like a sack of wet sand. He lay facedown, motionless. The crowd was silent.  
 
    With no expression on his face, the Chink went and stood at the Hammer’s head. He carefully placed the blade of his right foot against the back of the Hammer’s neck, measured a couple of times and then, with a shriek like a seagull, and inhuman speed, he stamped. There was a crunch and the Hammer’s arms and legs jerked a few times. Then he lay still. 
 
    There was dead silence for a count of three or four seconds. Then the crowd went wild, cheering, whooping and whistling. Kaposvari turned slowly. I watched him reach for his silver cigarette case and pull out a cigarette. He lit it, taking his time. Then he put the case back and reached in his jacket pocket for his wallet. He pulled out two fifties and handed them to me. “What can I say? You spotted the winner.” 
 
    I took the money and smiled all over one side of my face. “No, Colonel. Any dumb ass can read the odds. What I do is spot the losers.” I tucked the two notes into my wallet and put it away. Then I looked him in the eye. “Where is Adrienne?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “Adrienne Gaynor. You took her as a bargaining chip. I want her back or there are no flash drives. No Lotus Report. Nothing.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But let me tell you this. I am happy to pay for the flash drives. But if you refuse to hand them over, or if you give them to Arana, or anybody else, for that matter, I will hunt you down, wherever you may go, and I will kill you. Slowly. Good night, Mr. Amnesiac.” He turned to go, then stopped and turned back. “I have no idea who Adrienne Gaynor is.” 
 
      
 
    The rain had stopped when I left the Blues Club and the clouds were breaking under a hazy moon. I drove slowly down Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard, thinking. Kaposvari had refused to make Adrienne part of the negotiation. That could only mean he didn’t have her. Besides, I prided myself on being able to detect a lie at a hundred feet with my eyes closed, just by the smell, and I was pretty sure Kaposvari was not lying. At least, if he was, I had no idea why, or what he would want Adrienne for if not as a bargaining chip. That meant one thing. If Kaposvari didn’t have her, Arana did.  
 
    That made some sense. Arana must know that he was up against the financial power of Kaposvari and the people behind him. So Arana would need to hold something pretty persuasive over me if I was going to give him the drives. He had seen Adrienne with me that first night and could easily have followed us home, so he knew where she lived. But if he had her, why hadn’t the son of a bitch said anything when I went to see him at the Saudades do Brasil?  
 
    And then I thought, maybe he had. Maybe when he asked me if I was selling anything, that was an invitation to treat, but all I kept doing was talking about Olaf. Not Adrienne. 
 
    At the Catholic church, just past the overpass, I slowed and pulled over to look at a figure huddled in the doorway of the church. I knew the guy. His name was Rod. He was a young kid who juggled and played the penny whistle at the street markets, and did odd jobs to make a buck. Mostly he sold copies of the Social Issue, a radical magazine, on street corners. He didn’t make much, so he slept rough, either in shelters or, when they were full, in church doorways.  
 
    He was always talking about how soon he was going to get a place of his own, for him and his dog. Right then he was asleep in his sleeping bag in the church doorway, and his dog was curled up near his head. It made me think of the last thing Olaf had said to me, and then I knew how I could find him. 
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    I put my hazards on and climbed out. I vaulted the iron fence and hunkered down next to Rod. I shook him gently while his dog licked my hand and after a moment Rod blinked at me. “Hey.” He sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Got a smoke, pal?” 
 
    I gave him what was left of my pack and fifty bucks. “I’m looking for someone, Rod.” 
 
    “Y’are? Who y’lookin’ for?” 
 
    I lit his cigarette. “He’s new on the streets. Couple of days, maybe. Old, white, hunched. Sweet guy, carries a knobby stick…” 
 
    He was nodding. “Yeah. I seen him.” A big tombstone grin split his face. “He was askin’ fer me.” 
 
    I frowned. “He was asking for you?” 
 
    “Yup, well, he was askin’ fer the guy who sells th’ Social Issue ’round th’ Boulevard. Tha’s me! So he was askin’ fer me.” 
 
    I grinned. “He figured you knew me, right?” 
 
    “Well, no, he din know I knew you. But he described you an’ says to me to look out fer you. I reco’nized you right away from the way he described you.” He began to laugh a high, wheezing laugh with his eyes squeezed shut. “He says you was a big, mean-looking bastard with dangerous eyes! I says, ‘I know who you mean! He ain’t got no name!’ ‘Tha’s him,’ he says. Told me to tell you, and only you, that he would be sleepin’ rough ’round Lafayette Square, where you get nice tree cover. He give me a name of a street. Said he’d be opposite …” He frowned and scratched his head. I said, “Camp Street?” 
 
    His face cleared. “Camp Street! S’what he said. Camp Street.” 
 
    I gave him another fifty, turned the Griffith around, jumped the lights and crossed onto the far side of the road in one, fluid breaking of the law. I did seventy down Dryades Street and fishtailed into Lafayette, where I slowed right down and cruised gently into the square.  
 
    It was late and there was practically no traffic. I sat a moment looking at the silent gardens illuminated by the streetlamps, then turned right into St. Charles Avenue and killed the engine. I got out and leaned my ass against the hood, poked a Camel in my mouth and lit it. 
 
    Lafayette Square is a large garden, maybe a hundred and twenty yards square, bordered on the left and the right sides by dense trees. This was a fancy part of town and I didn’t believe a homeless guy could get away with sleeping in that garden for long, but a guy like Olaf might just pull it off for a night or two. 
 
    What was interesting was that the Brazilian Consulate General was on the far side of the garden, on the corner of Camp Street and Lafayette, where it carried on down toward the river. And that was where Olaf had chosen to sleep rough. 
 
    The tall trees blocked out what little noise and light there was from the city, so that when I looked up through the branches the stars leapt out through the broken clouds like billions of distant shards of ice. The ground was muddy from the recent rain and my footsteps crunched and squelched as I followed the path to the center of the garden. There I stopped at the foot of the statue of Henry Clay, dropped my butt on the ground and trod on it. 
 
    There was stillness and a kind of waiting quiet. I hunkered down and peered in among the shadows of the trees, just fifty yards away. At first I couldn’t see anything, but slowly the shadows started to take on shapes. One in particular began to stand out, at the foot of a giant chestnut. It had a couple of straight lines and right angles that didn’t look natural.  
 
    I stood and approached it on silent feet. And as I did so I saw that it was a large cardboard box, the sort of thing a fridge might be delivered in. I squatted down beside it and realized that from that spot I had a perfect, uninterrupted view of Camp Street and the consulate. I knocked on the carton and said, “Hello, Olaf.” 
 
    There was a movement inside and his face, topped by a shapeless hat, peered out from between two flaps. “It took you a long time to find me. What is wrong with you? You are slipping.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What was your plan, Olaf? Were you going to wait till they opened in the morning and then rush in?” 
 
    He shrugged. “If all else failed, yes. But they have at least four men watching the approaches. I don’t think I would make it. Aside from that,” he shook his head, “this is it. Not much of a plan, really: Become one of the invisible, get you here, explain a few things to you and ask you to get me into the Brazilian Consulate.” He shrugged again. “That’s it.” 
 
    “You’re right. It isn’t much of a plan. It would have been smarter to tell me everything and have me take you to DC, to the embassy. Right now I can get you to Arana…” 
 
    He smiled and said, “He is useless. He sent just one man to get me. He doesn’t understand.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. Were you there?” 
 
    “No. I called him on the contact he’d given me and told him where I was. It was supposed to be a secure line. But they traced it. He has been compromised… Anyway, he insisted one of his men would be enough.” 
 
    “What made you leave?” 
 
    “The odds. As long as I stayed there and didn’t make contact with anyone there was a chance I would not be found. The moment I made contact the chances that I would be detected, or that whomever I had contacted would be followed there, started to escalate.” He gave a small shrug. “There was an at least even chance that they knew about Arana and were keeping an eye on him. If I could offset that by having a group of armed men in armored vehicles collect me, then there was a chance of getting safely to one of the consulates. But when Arana insisted on sending that boy…” 
 
    “Why did he do that?” 
 
    He looked at me hard. “Because, like you, he has no idea who he’s up against.” He sighed. “I called you. I realized I would have to tell you what this was about, and ask you to get me out of there, but you were too busy… So I thought the only thing I could do was to become invisible. There are half a million people in New Orleans, but about one thousand two hundred of them are invisible, because nobody wants to see them. I smeared my clothes with oil, butter and cooked beans until they looked suitably lived in. Then I simply put them on and walked out of the front door. I was sitting on the wall at the end of the street when he turned up.” 
 
    “Who? Arana’s guy?” 
 
    “No. The ICE man. A big man with very short, blond hair.” 
 
    “The ice man? Who the hell is the ice man?” 
 
    “I-C-E. They call it the Institute for the Climate and the Environment, but that is just a cover. It actually stands for something else. They are…” He stopped and looked at me for a long time, then shook his head, looking away. “It’s a semi-government agency, funded by the Pentagon. The British have a similar organization called the Department of Environmental Regeneration, and the European Commission has Directorate General 32. Neither of them has the power of the ICE. It was the ICE who commissioned the research I was doing, though it was partly funded by the DER and DG23, who presumably had a stake in it.” 
 
    I said, “You and Vanderbrook.” He glanced at me. I said, “The research you and Vanderbrook were doing.” 
 
    He sighed, then nodded. “Yes. Arana told me you’d been to see him about that. That was why I decided I had better tell you what this was about. Did Vanderbrook make contact with you? He was supposed to pass those flash drives to you for safekeeping.” 
 
    I thought about that. “Yeah, I guess he did at that, but he didn’t tell me about any flash drives. He was drunk, and all he talked about was Mexican real estate, how the world was going to change, and cage fighting.” 
 
    He reached into his box and pulled out his stick, then sat looking at it for a moment.  
 
    “Vanderbrook was a specialist in nano-engineering. He was quite insane, but brilliant in his field. We had known each other for years and collaborated on projects back in the day. He was always interested in my research into consciousness and altered states.  
 
    “The ICE had commissioned a piece of research from him, and he wanted me onboard. The original Lotus Report, in 1960, had identified that consciousness could exist, and function, independently of the body. Experiments were carried out here and in the Soviet Union. But limitations in the technology of the day made it impossible to pursue that research.” 
 
    He sat a while, staring at his twisted, knobby stick.  
 
    “My research had been more along the lines of Carlos Castaneda, but a little more scientific. What happens to consciousness when we alter the chemistry of the brain—and the body? I found that the nature of consciousness can change, and so can the very identity of the person, and that these changes can be not only predicted, but engineered. The possibilities for curing schizophrenia, dementia and Alzheimer’s were fantastic… But the risk of abuse by the military was also fantastic. So I shut down my research and moved out to New Mexico, where I continued my studies in a very different way.”  
 
    I nodded. “Until Vanderbrook approached you.” 
 
    He nodded. “We had stayed in touch. That was probably not wise, but I loved his mind. The man’s brilliance was addictive, and our fields overlapped in so many ways. He presented me with his proposal. I would take care of the biology and he would take care of the nano-engineering. We would create a semi-biological, one-cell entity that would enter the bloodstream and rebuild damaged tissue in the brain, create neural connections—synapses—and remap the neural pathways.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I was no scientist, but I could see the dangers. “Remap neural pathways? That means you could insert or obliterate memories. You could recreate entire identities within a brain…” 
 
    “Exactly. This was the Sword of Damocles. The potential to help people was immeasurable, but at the same time it created a weapon capable of striking at the very soul of the person.” 
 
    I felt the entire park rock, and for a moment I felt a pocket of memories bulge in my mind, aching to flood into consciousness. 
 
    I said, “Déjà vu…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have had this conversation before…” 
 
    He smiled. “Yes, we even explored the possibilities of interfacing consciousness and time, but we never got that far. Once the research was concluded Vanderbrook revealed that all the safeguards he claimed to have put in place to keep this research from the military industrial complex were just lies. He had been lied to and cheated. The ICE had full claim to the research. We put the stuff on two flash drives and I told him to take them to you in New Orleans.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you bring them yourself?” 
 
    “Because I suspected that they knew of my relationship with you, and they knew I never left my shack. Vanderbrook, on the other hand, was a known to be wild, a maverick, drinker and philanderer. They would think nothing of his showing up at the sort of place you frequent.” He shrugged. “But I ended up shooting myself in the foot.” 
 
    “So you offered this stuff to da Silva?” 
 
    “On the condition that he would call out the Western industrial nations in the ICJ.” 
 
    “What was to stop da Silva and his pals using it?” 
 
    “The deal was that they would sue the G8 through the ICJ and the nature of the research would be exposed on the world stage, so that people would be aware of the potential of this research. A great enough outcry might put an end to it. Once a thing like this is discovered, there is nothing you can do but bring it into global consciousness.” 
 
    I grunted. “You can also eliminate the people who created it and destroy their research.” He gave me an odd look which I ignored. “So somehow the ICE found out what you’d done…” 
 
    “Da Silva couldn’t keep his mouth shut and went public before we had time to disappear. The idea was we would slip away to Brazil before he went public.” 
 
    “Nice friends you picked there, Olaf.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It had to be done. I had no other option.” 
 
    I scratched my head. “There are still some things I don’t understand.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m the president of that club. You can join.” 
 
    “Why did the ICE employ Harry the Teeth of all people to kill Vanderbrook?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Who is Harry the Teeth? He sounds like a jazz pianist.” 
 
    “He is—was—a cage fighter.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have no idea. I didn’t even know Vanderbrook was dead until Arana told me. I thought he’d fled with the flash drives. His plan was always to play the South American Coalition and the ICE off against each other and make a killing on the formula. I told him it was too dangerous, but he was always wild crazy.”  
 
    “So what’s on the other flash drive?” 
 
    His face went like stone. “The other USB flash drive contains the Lotus Formula.” 
 
    “The Lotus Formula?” 
 
    He looked around him. He was getting uncomfortable and I was getting a crick in my neck. I said, “You want to move somewhere a bit more comfortable?” 
 
    He eyed me. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I make a call. Arana’s men will meet us and take us to the Brazilian Consulate.” 
 
    “Arana? That fool? We’re already at the Brazilian Consulate.” 
 
    “I told him what happened to his boy. It wasn’t pretty. He’s sending four guys this time, in two armored vehicles. He can probably make a call to have us let in now.” 
 
    He looked skeptical. “How will we get to the rendezvous?”  
 
    “In my car, why?” 
 
    “Your inconspicuous car?” 
 
    “Yeah, I take your point, Olaf, but we’re kind of out of options. And at least it shifts.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, all right. Let’s go.”  
 
    He made it sound like a man on death row going for his final walk. I made the call, hung up and smiled at him. “Listen, if it doesn’t work out, I’ll get us the hell out of there and drive the Griffith straight to DC and through the gates of the embassy. OK?” 
 
    He gave a tired laugh and nodded again. “Yes, all right.” 
 
    I helped him to his feet and we skirted the park, keeping to the cover of the trees.  
 
    He climbed in. I got in behind the wheel and moved off, taking a winding, circuitous route with one eye glued to the rearview mirror, but moving ever north and a little east. I stuck to suburban back roads and kept turning back on myself and going around in circles. Within five minutes I was pretty sure that nobody was following me.  
 
    “So what exactly is the Lotus Formula, Olaf?” 
 
    He nodded for a while, gazing out the window, like he was agreeing with me that that was a good question. Finally he said: 
 
    “Imagine your brain is a cube, and located at billions, trillions, of points throughout the cube, there are electrical points. These points can be made live by switching them on, and they can be either positive or negative.” 
 
    “OK…” 
 
    So as these positive and negative points are fired, bio-electricity springs across the cube, forming patterns and pathways. Now, here is the interesting part. These points come in three types: genetically fixed, genetically latent, and environmentally conditioned.” 
 
    “You lost me.” 
 
    “Genetically fixed will be pathways that are constantly active but unconscious, everything from the color of your hair to the shape of your bones and the need to eat and breathe.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Genetically latent is like genetically fixed, only these are genes that are switched off. They are not active, but can potentially become active.” 
 
    “Suddenly I start growing warts or my eyes turn green.” 
 
    “Put simplistically, yes. Well, in these two categories lie the foundation stones of your personality—of your identity, your soul. But in the environmentally conditioned pathways and networks lie all the ideas, thoughts and attitudes that you have created yourself during your lifetime: your loves, hates, ambitions, needs and desires, opinions and prejudices. Everything you have made of yourself. So we can divide these roughly into your neural and nervous system, and your autonomic system.” 
 
    “OK, I get it, more or less.” 
 
    “So the Lotus Formula is the blueprint to make a UBE: a unicellular biomechanical entity. This entity is, in many ways, alive. Imagine an amoeba, only much, much smaller, with a program written into its proteins with a photon laser. This UBE is capable of entering into the brain via the bloodstream, reproducing itself and neutralizing all the points in your brain where positive and negative poles are generated. So that all neural activity is stopped. Your identity is wiped clean but for the most basic biological functions. And then the UBE, following its program, sets about rewriting your entire neural network: everything from how good you are at math to how you stand when you pee. It creates you according to the image supplied in its program.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Olaf, that is science fiction bullshit. I don’t buy it.” 
 
    He laughed. “I was born in the fifties. There were no computers as we know them. The few computers there were in the world took up whole buildings. In my lifetime, the idea that a person could carry a telephone around in his pocket was science fiction, but the idea that a person could carry a computer in his pocket! That was absurd. It was science fiction gone crazy. 
 
    “What I am talking about is as real and feasible as Hitler invading Poland and creating concentration camps, or Saddam Hussein invading Kuwait and gassing the Kurds. Or the Twin Towers being brought down on the 11th of September. It is incredible until it happens, and then it very quickly becomes banal.” 
 
    I sighed. “But the logistics, Olaf! How the hell do you get almost nine billion people to ingest these things? And why would you want them to?” 
 
    He laughed again, but this time he laughed out loud. “Oh, that’s the easy bit! You only need a few million people to ingest them in the Western World, and then they will spread, like a virus.” 
 
    I glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. “So how do you get your few million to ingest them?” 
 
    We had come to Florida Avenue and I turned onto it out of Bartholomew Street. Ahead I could see the overpass and beyond it the eerie silhouette of the Florida Avenue bridge over the Industrial Canal. I moved toward the monolithic shadows. We bumped over the level crossing and then I pulled into the stretch of wasteland on the right, just before the bridge. There I turned so we were facing the way we’d come and I killed the lights. 
 
    Finally I said, “You going to tell me?” 
 
    As I said it I was also watching two sets of bright lights approaching through the dark desolation of the avenue until they became a blurred glare heading slowly toward us.  
 
    Olaf had also caught sight of the cars. They were two Range Rovers with diplomatic plates. They pulled up facing us, with their headlamps full on, leaving no space for us to get through. He was talking faster, with an urgency in his voice I had never heard before, staring at me hard. “I had no idea until it was too late what the Lotus could do, or what they intended to use it for. I would have destroyed it. I really would have, but Vanderbrook…” 
 
    The doors of the two trucks swung open and the goons got out. There were four of them and they were carrying assault rifles over their shoulders. Three of them stayed by the vehicles and the fourth came forward and gestured to us to get out.  
 
    I climbed out and walked toward him. The muzzle of his automatic followed my belly. I said, “Point that thing somewhere else. Arana wouldn’t thank you for blowing me away. Where are you taking him?” 
 
    “Tha’s no’ your concern, gringo. Has he got the drives?” 
 
    “No. I’ve got them. And I keep them until I know where he’s being taken, and that he’s safe.” 
 
    He looked at me for a while, then shrugged. “We takin’ him to the Brazilian Consulate. You can follow, but he come in the Range Rover.” 
 
    Olaf came up next to me and held my arm. “Make sure you get the report to Arana or da Silva. The report, you understand. Destroy everything else.” 
 
    He went then and climbed into the back of the nearest truck. The doors slammed and I saw his pale face staring out at me. He raised a hand and then they were reversing and turning, and I was watching their red taillights moving away fast through the night.  
 
    I fired up the TVR and followed, staying close, watching the small silhouettes, motionless through the rear window. We moved at speed in convoy along Florida Avenue, heading west toward the Amonastera Avenue overpass. We crossed the level crossing, hit France Street and kept going. The waning moon was glowing through luminous holes in the clouds, and by its light I saw the overpass loom. I figured they’d go under and turn south on Franklin Avenue. 
 
    Then I saw them. Red and blue lights flashing, bouncing off the inside of the bridge, spreading like lightning in wet streaks across the asphalt. There were four patrol cars parked diagonally across the road under the bridge, making a barrier. I swore softly to myself as I watched the two Land Rovers slow and come to a halt. I was telling myself if they were going to hit us they would have done it quiet, back at the bridge, not here in a busy suburb.  
 
    I stopped the car and waited, watching. There was a sergeant leaning through the window of his car, talking on the radio. A second had a clipboard and seemed to be checking some papers on it. Two more in reflective vests were standing at either end of the improvised barrier, just watching. They looked legit. The sergeant walked up to the lead Land Rover and indicated the driver should lower the window. When he had, he spoke to him for a while. Then he peered through the window at the back and walked to the rear car, where Olaf was. He talked to the driver for a moment, and then I saw him gesturing that everyone should step out of their vehicles. I could see the driver through the rear window. He was gesticulating and mouthing off, but the sergeant was insisting. The guys in the front car got out and walked back to the rear vehicle. Then the doors opened and they were all out, on the road. 
 
    I was getting anxious. I wondered why they didn’t just tell the cops to take a hike, turn around and go via Montegut Street. With diplomatic plates they could do that. Then I thought maybe he was thinking what I was thinking, that if these cops were legit, the last thing we wanted was a confrontation where the law called in some higher authority that had links to the ICE. If they cooperated and played it cool, we might just get through and make it home. 
 
    A second cop now walked forward to join the sergeant. He said something and the sergeant listened and nodded. From what I could see the cops seemed to be conciliatory and apologetic. The guy I’d spoken to kept pointing at the diplomatic plates on the cars. He was obviously trying to invoke his immunity, but it wasn’t cutting much ice. The sergeant was making placating gestures with his hands, but he wouldn’t budge. 
 
    I spotted the black Audi when it pulled up behind me. I should have reacted then, but I didn’t. I was thinking too hard about the cops, about whether they were legit or not, whether they were about to make a move. The Audi just sat there, waiting, as though it was in a line behind me and the Land Rovers. After a moment it indicated and passed me to pull up by the sergeant. The passenger door opened and a man in a dark gray suit got out. The sergeant spoke to him and then saluted. By then it was too late. 
 
    I slammed in first as the other three doors were opening. The Colombians were looking confused. I saw Olaf turn, as though in slow motion, and look straight at me. His expression was one of infinite sadness. I hit the gas, heard the rear wheels scream. I smelled the rubber burn as I saw the two guys on the far side of the Audi stretch out their arms, leaning on the roof of the car to take aim. The two guys on the near side were holding pieces too, pointing them. The guns exploded in a long rattle of semi-automatic fire. I saw the Colombians jerk in a macabre dance, black and red blood erupting from the backs of their heads and chests.  
 
    There was no room for me between the Land Rover and the Audi. I braked hard, spun the wheel and fishtailed right while leaning over and opening the passenger door. I was screaming at Olaf to run, to get in. I saw him hunch and wince, raising his old, crooked hands to his head. I saw the suit look at me and smile before he stepped over to Olaf and emptied a single round into his head.  
 
    Somebody was screaming, a hoarse, animal scream. I was looking at Olaf, lying crooked and broken on the road in an expanding pool of blood. My throat was raw. I looked up into the eyes of the suit. He was looking right at me. I heard three car doors slam and he turned, putting his piece away, and climbed into the Audi. It reversed past me, stopped, turned right and vanished toward the city. 
 
    Then I was scrambling out of the car, reaching for Olaf. His eyes were open but in the middle of his right temple there was a small, neat black hole. Most of the right side of his head was missing. 
 
    I stood slowly, looking down at the dead thing that had been my friend, that had been a person, a living, thinking being. Then I heard a voice, strangely calm and reasonable. It was saying, “This is a crime scene, sir. I would remove myself, if I were you.” 
 
    I turned to the sergeant, and saw his eyes. They had less expression in them than Olaf’s. They were more dead than his were. I said, “You represent the law, right?” 
 
    He said, “What law would that be, sir?” 
 
    I nodded and went back to my car. I closed the passenger door and climbed in behind the wheel, then drove south and east, not knowing where I was going, knowing only that I had to get away from that place, where Olaf was no more.  
 
    I wound up, sometime in the small hours, at Rafa’s place, hammering on his door and shouting up at his window. I must have been half crazy; I was more than half drunk. His window opened and he looked down at me. He muttered something about cojones and I shouted at him to open the door. He paused, like he was going to say something, then closed the window. I hammered on the door a couple of times more until I saw a light come on at the back of the bar. Then I stopped. 
 
    He opened the door in his shorts and stood looking at me. I said, “They killed Olaf.” 
 
    “Who in hell is Olaf?” 
 
    “He was a friend of mine. Goddamn it, Rafa!” 
 
    He stood back to let me in. I pushed past him and he went and took a bottle of Irish and two glasses from behind the bar. He carried them to a table and poured us a glass each. I sat. 
 
    “First Adrienne, now your friend. Who’s next?” 
 
    I drained the glass and pushed it across the table at him. “I don’t know who’s next.” 
 
    “You playin’ a dangerous fuckin’ game.” 
 
    I said, “You have no idea,” and remembered Olaf saying the same thing to me that night. “You have no idea…” 
 
    He sat down and sipped from his glass. “Who done it?” 
 
    In my mind I saw Kaposvari saying, “I will hunt you down and I will kill you.” He knew where I was every second of the day, because he was ICE. He had waited for me to get Olaf and Arana’s boys all together, and then, as a display of power, of what he could do, he had used the police to stop us in the middle of Florida Avenue, and right there, in front of the law, he had shot them all dead. Executed them. Just to show me he could. So that I would be in no doubt. 
 
    “Who? Who is this guy?” 
 
    I looked up, surprised, and realized that I had been thinking aloud. I said, “Kaposvari…,” but I was talking to myself again. I drained the glass of whiskey, took the bottle and refilled it. “That son of a bitch, Kaposvari.” 
 
    “Is he the guy who kill Adrienne?” 
 
    No. No, that didn’t make any sense. It hadn’t been Kaposvari’s style. Kaposvari would have made it a brutal execution. A display of power. But Adrienne was of no interest to Kaposvari unless it was to have leverage over me. And for that, I would have to know that she was alive. No, Adrienne’s hit and run had all the hallmarks of Arana’s clumsy incompetence. But if Arana had her, why wasn’t he using her? Why hadn’t he told me? Maybe because she was dead, and he knew that dead she would play against him because I would be out for revenge. And as things were, I was working with him. 
 
    And that was what had cost Olaf his life. I had stepped in between these two, smug and smart, thinking I would play them off against each other, make a killing. Well, I had sure done that. Just like Vanderbrook. 
 
    “You reckon this Arana has Adrienne?” 
 
    I drained my glass again and nodded. “If she’s alive, yeah.” 
 
    “Then you need to take these goddamn flash drives and give them to Arana. Stop playin’ this game. Is gone too far.” 
 
    I poured myself another glass. If she was still alive. If she was still alive. Olaf and Adrienne in a couple of days. I drained the glass and there was a rage in my belly. Between them they had taken everything that mattered to me. They had destroyed everything that was good in my life. I looked at Rafa and he must have seen the madness. “They made a mistake,” I snarled at him, and I saw him frown and pull back. “They took everything. Now I have nothing left to lose.” 
 
    I stood up, realized I was drunk and didn’t care. Rafa stood too and said, “Where you goin’?” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Kaposvari, and then Arana.” 
 
    “You know what time is it?” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what time it is!” 
 
    I was halfway to the door when he said, “They will kill you…” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    I drove like I was possessed. All I had in my mind was the frenzied idea that I had to make somebody pay for everything they had taken from me. I must have done ninety down the Boulevard. The clock on my dash said it was 1:30 AM. There was practically no traffic, and that was probably a good thing, because I didn’t know or care which side of the road I was on. I know the engine was screaming like a tortured banshee, and I know that made me feel good, because that was the noise that was howling in my head. In my soul.  
 
    I left the TVR on the sidewalk on Carondelet, walked down the dark alley and through the door at the Blues Club. The fights were over, but there would still be some heavy drinking going on downstairs. I went in to the main bar and when Mauro saw me he swallowed and came round to meet me. He said, “You can’t go downstairs.” 
 
    “Yeah? Why not, Mauro?” 
 
    “Frank. He says you’re not to go down no more.” 
 
    My belly was on fire and I knew damned well this punk wasn’t going to stop me getting to the man I wanted. He must have seen that in my face because he took a step backwards. It wasn’t enough. I took hold of the collar of his shirt and I pulled him real close, so that there was barely an inch between my face and his.  
 
    “This can go three ways, Mauro. You can open the door. You can give me the keys and I’ll open the door. Or I can break your neck, take the keys, and open the door. Either way the door gets opened.” 
 
    I could feel him shaking and I knew I should feel sorry for him, but I didn’t. I didn’t give a damn about anything except getting my hands on Kaposvari. Mauro was saying, “I can’t. I can’t…” 
 
    It wasn’t much of a blow, but it took him through two tables, scattering chairs and punters like Skittles, raising a few screams and shouts, and smacked him against the wall. I stepped over the debris, leaned down and took the keys from his pocket. His mouth was already swelling. It was enough to persuade Frank he hadn’t handed over the keys too easy. 
 
    I took the narrow steps three at a time and pushed open the door into the club. It was still crowded and thick with smoke. I scanned the room and found Frank at the bar. Kaposvari was still there, at a table with Schelling and Cross. I elbowed my way through the crowd, and judging by the shouts I raised I guess I must have hurt a few people. Frank saw me coming before I got there, detached himself from the bar and came to meet me. He stood up close, holding my shoulders and smiling a transparent smile. I grinned him a grin from the grave and said, “Step aside, Frank.” 
 
    He laughed, “Don’t do this. You’re makin’ a big mistake, mate.” 
 
    He was a full six inches taller than me. I fixed him with my eyes and spoke soft, forcing him to bend so that he could hear me. “I swear to God, Frank, if you don’t step aside I’m going to cut your belly open and stuff your guts up Kaposvari’s ass.” 
 
    Frank wasn’t a man who scared easy, but I could see in his eyes that he was afraid. “These people can hurt you…” 
 
    I snarled, “It’s too late.” 
 
    “It can get a lot worse…” 
 
    “For them. Not for me.” 
 
    And then there was someone standing at his shoulder. I saw his hand on Frank’s arm, pressing gently. Frank turned and looked at him, then stepped aside. It was Kaposvari, looking me in the eye. Before I could say anything he said, “Come with me.” Then he turned and walked away from me. I pushed through the crowd after him. I wasn’t following him, I was going to kill him, I could see Cross and Schelling looking over and laughing. The throbbing noise of music and talk and laughter was deafening. He stopped at a quiet corner of the bar and called to the barman. I reached out to take a hold of him, to smash his face on the bar, but he looked me straight in the eye again and said, “Olaf was a fool. He knew the score. He knew what the game was, just like Vanderbrook did. Just like you do. They played stupid and they died. What did you expect?” 
 
    He turned away from me and told the bartender, “Scotch. Leave the bottle.” He drank from his glass while the boy went for the whiskey and another glass for me. Then he smacked his lips and turned to face me. “What do you want?” 
 
    I was drunk and confused. I had a burning pain inside, and what I wanted was for that pain to go away.  
 
    “You killed him. You shouldn’t have done that. He was a good man.” 
 
    He shrugged. “What would you have done? Have you any idea how much damage he could have caused us?” 
 
    I felt the rush of hot blood to my head. “You want me to understand? You want me to sympathize?” 
 
    “I want you to wake up and see the writing.” He pulled the cork from the bottle and poured me a drink. He pushed it along the bar at me. “You lost a friend. I’m sorry about that. I’m not heartbroken, but I’m sorry. So now you can join the club. We’ve all lost someone we cared about. It’s life. Life sucks. You want to play sweet, go play in the sandpit. But you chose to play hardball with very hard people. When you came in here telling me how tough you were, that you’d killed Harry, that you were a hard man, you raised the stakes. But you were stupid. You gambled without knowing the odds. You gambled without knowing what the game was. You came in here and you told me that you had the flash drives. Well, you see, when I knew you had the flash drives, your friend Olaf became a liability who also had no value. So I killed him. Now you, you’re a liability, and given half a chance I’ll kill you too.  
 
    “But right now you have value, because you know, don’t you, where the flash drives are. And you’re rash, but you’re not so stupid that you would put yourself in a position where you could have that information extracted by torture. So I’m going to have to play you. And I will play you, until I have the flash drives, or until I know where they are, and then I’ll kill you. You see? That’s what the game is like up here.  
 
    “And if Olaf is dead, it’s because you killed him. You killed him just as surely as if you had been the man out there pulling the trigger.” 
 
    There was a saucer on the bar with slices of lemon in it. On the saucer there was a small, black-handled knife. It was in the corner of my eye and I was telling myself I had nothing to lose anymore and if I was going down, I was going to take this son of a bitch with me. But Kaposvari was quick and smart and he was there ahead of me. He pointed at my glass of whiskey and said, “Drink, my friend. There will be no killing in this club tonight. You said her name was Adrienne?” 
 
    I went cold inside, with the kind of terror you can only feel along with hope. 
 
    “What do you know about her?” 
 
    He tipped his glass this way and that, thinking out the angles before he spoke. “I know you think she’s dead.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You think the South Americans took her? A bargaining chip, maybe. To persuade you to play ball with them?” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “More to the point, what do you know about it?” He turned and stared me in the face. He looked suddenly very old, but not weary. More than old he looked ancient, and at the same time full of a frightening vitality and knowledge. In that moment, for the first time, I felt afraid of him. He looked as if he was reading me like an open book. A book he’d written. He said, “You’re standing there and you’ve got that look in your eye, of a man who feels he has lost everything. You have that look in your eye of a man who thinks he has nothing left to lose. But are you sure? Do you know she’s dead?”  
 
    He picked up the glass and handed it to me. My mind was reeling and I took the glass without thinking about what I was doing. He said, “Drink up, go home. Think about what you’re doing, and what your options are. Believe me, you still have a lot to lose.” 
 
    I drained the glass and, in a daze, I walked away, up the stairs, back out into the darkness. I didn’t go to the car. I walked through the heat of the night, through the small back streets, not thinking, just walking and sometimes remembering. I wound up, shortly before dawn, at a small café where I drank a lot of coffee and finally made up my mind. In the morning I would go to see Arana, and I would make a deal. If Adrienne was alive, I would give him the report in exchange for her. If she was dead—what the hell! If she was dead I’d give him the report anyway, it was what Olaf had wanted. 
 
    By the time I got back to the Griffith I was almost sober, feeling tired, but with a glimmer of hope in my mind. I climbed in, spun the wheel and headed for home. 
 
    I was cruising Dryades when I noticed the car behind me. It was a big SUV, a Dodge RAM, and it was closing fast, so it was hard to miss. I pulled right and waved him on, but instead of passing me he accelerated and rammed my backside. A Griffith can do two hundred miles per hour, and accelerates from zero to sixty in three seconds, so I hit the gas and pulled away from this bruiser pretty quick. The problem is, you can’t do two hundred miles per hour on Dryades. You can’t do half that speed. Fifty miles per hour is about your limit, and a Dodge RAM will keep up with you at that speed, and hold the road too. Besides which, I wasn’t sure I wanted to lose him; I was real curious to know who the hell he was. 
 
    I spun the wheel and fishtailed into St. Joseph, doing fifty. I saw him climb the sidewalk and start to grow in my rearview mirror. At the last minute, I spun the wheel left onto Loyola and burned rubber around the square into Calliope. This was a walk in the park for the Griffith and I was having fun, but the big RAM, weighing in at three tons, was skidding badly and I could hear the tires complaining. I laughed, did a handbrake turn, hit the gas and passed him head-on at sixty miles per hour. I saw his face through his windshield and he looked mad, but not mad enough.  
 
    I did a sharp right onto the Boulevard again, then right again onto Clio Street and then left onto South Rampart, keeping an eye on my mirror. As he was turning onto Clio after me, I floored the pedal and cut across him, making him slam on his brakes and skid to a halt. I took it slow, waiting for him to reverse and turn to follow me. Then I hit the gas and watched him shrink in my rearview. There was too much light around here for what I wanted, and I decided to lead him north and east a bit, where it was quieter and darker under the Pontchartrain Freeway. 
 
    I hit the end of South Rampart doing sixty-five miles per hour and drifted into St. Andrew’s Street. The huge Dodge was close and charging down on me. I waited till I could see the driver’s face glowing pale in the windshield and floored the pedal. I hit third and fourth pumping the gas and the clutch in one fluid movement going up St. Andrew’s, then I was dropping to second, feeling the car straining and the huge V8 growling. Again I swung right onto Simon Bolivar Avenue. The Dodge was having trouble keeping up, but he was close enough.  
 
    I saw him turn into Bolivar, and made the tires scream as I hurtled down the avenue toward the freeway, or more precisely, the dark caverns beneath the freeway. I glanced in the rearview to make sure he was still with me. He was. 
 
    Maybe I should have thought that there might be more than one car. Maybe if I’d looked more closely when I saw the driver through the windshield, I might have registered he was talking on the radio. But I didn’t, and the second Dodge came out of Erato Street going the wrong way and hit my front far side and sent me spinning. My rear end swung around my front wheels like a spinning top and hit the tree on the corner, so I wound up looking north up Bolivar. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the first Dodge charging me down from my left, and the second Dodge reversing to cut me off. 
 
    I slammed in first, spun the wheel right and floored the gas while I let out the clutch. The rear end swung sharp left. I let in the clutch, rammed in second, let out the clutch and was away toward the freeway as the first Dodge filled my mirror with its lights.  
 
    The road opened up suddenly into a parking lot outside some kind of warehouse. I screamed in, pumping the brakes. As I went round I saw one of the Apaches drifting but keeping pace with me on my left, and the other accelerating to cut me off on the right.  
 
    I pumped the brake, spun the wheel and floored the gas, skimming past the rear of the inside RAM. Ahead I saw a narrow alley down the side of the warehouse. It looked like a good place to take these bastards, where we wouldn’t be seen and they couldn’t get away. I floored the pedal again and roared into the narrow alley with the needle climbing to sixty. 
 
    It was a dead end. I slammed on the brakes, spun the wheel and pulled up the handbrake. The TVR spun on a dime and sat looking back the way I’d come. The two RAMs had pulled across the exit. They thought I was trapped. I grinned and climbed out. There were four of them standing in a line in front of their trucks. They were all big and they all had the look of ex-military special ops. Probably Russians. 
 
    They spread out, walking slow, with their shadows stretched across the wet blacktop. I glanced at each one in turn and calibrated them.  
 
    When guys surround you, you can always be sure that the one who stays in front of you is the Alpha Take him out and you have an immediate psychological advantage over the others. This Alfa was six-six and built like a brick shithouse. His arms were deformed from lifting weights in a gym and he looked strong enough to crush a grown man. But his hips were narrow and his legs were thin. He had his one crushing technique, but that was it. He stood in front of me, bending his small knees and trying to look dangerous. 
 
    The guy on my right was black, shorter than the others, aggressive, built like a quarterback and wanting to prove himself. That left the two on my left. They were big too, six two or three. The one who moved behind me had a gut and I knew he would be slow. The other one, the one who stayed on my left flank, was tall and thin, muscular. He had a scar and you could tell by his eyes that he liked to use a knife.  
 
    The Quarterback was going down second, then the Fat Guy. The Knife would be last. 
 
    I said, “What’s the problem? You guys don’t like my car?” 
 
    The big guy answered, “We got a message for you, Mr. Amnesia. Time to die.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, you have a message? Who from?” 
 
    He telegraphed it long before he did it. He took a small step with his left foot and dropped his right hand to his pocket. By the time he’d said, “You’ll find out in hell…” I’d already taken one long stride toward him.  
 
    They’d expected me to run, try and clamber over the wall at the end of the blind alley. Instead I moved toward him before he’d had the chance to pull his blade. I kicked my left leg in the air, levitated and smashed the heel of my right boot into his jaw. He died instantly and went straight over backward. His head hit the blacktop with a sickening crack, but he didn’t feel it.  
 
    I landed facing back. I knew the Quarterback and the Knife would be moving in. Knife was more athletic, but the Quarterback was more dangerous, because he had the attitude. They came at me from both sides while the Fat Guy lumbered forward through the puddles. 
 
    Knife had a blade in his right hand, held low, and Quarterback was swinging his right fist at me in a wide arc. I stepped inside the arc and wrapped my left arm around his, pressing his elbow hard against my side and bringing my left hand up under his armpit. His face was just a couple of feet from mine and I rammed the heel of my hand into his chin. I heard the crunch of teeth and saw blood ooze from his lips. Knife was already on me and I swung the Quarterback viciously round into his path, shoved hard and kicked him in the nuts.  
 
    Then the Fat Guy hurled himself at me. A takedown is most men’s preferred way to fight, so nine times out of ten they will grab hold of you with both hands to try and drag you to the ground. That is their most vulnerable moment, because they have no weapons, and you have all of yours available.  
 
    Fat Guy grabbed hold of my shirt. I stepped forward with my right and drove my fist down hard into his gut. His eyes bulged and he turned purple. I stepped back and jabbed hard into his windpipe with my knuckles. He died of a massive heart attack as I shoved him aside.  
 
    Then there was a searing pain in the back of my head, and after that there was blackness. 
 
      
 
    I woke up with a headache that was bigger than my head. I also felt very sick. Slowly things began to seep into my consciousness. I was sitting, slumped forward, on a hard, wooden chair. I couldn’t move my hands or my feet. They were bound tight to the chair. I raised my head and opened my eyes, and noticed they were puffy and swollen. I was in a small room. The floor was bare boards, and there was a lot of trash on it: an old mattress that had been food for rats, a porn magazine that looked like it had been rescued from a trash can, a couple of empty pint bottles of whiskey.  
 
    There was a strong, metallic taste of dried blood in my mouth, and that was making me nauseous. 
 
    If the walls had had a color, they would have been gray. There were patches where there had been paper and it had peeled off, and there were patches where the plaster had crumbled away. Overhead there was a single bulb hanging from the center of the ceiling. It was on, and the light from it was dim and yellow, and sickly. 
 
    The chair I was sitting on was in the middle of the floor. In front of me there was a window, but it was closed and there was a black blind pulled down over the glass. Over on my right there was a door. The door was also closed, but through it I could hear voices.  
 
    I struggled to think. If they had me here like this, they wanted to beat something out of me. Kaposvari knew that was pointless, he had said so, so that meant it had to be Arana. Arana who had also taken Adrienne, and maybe now thought I had sold him down the river and had his boys and Olaf killed. The fact that Kaposvari’s men had let me go must have added to that impression. The fact that he had taken me now could mean that Adrienne was dead and he couldn’t use her as a bargaining chip anymore. Or it could mean he was so mad he was trying to get the strongest position he could to exert maximum leverage. 
 
    I didn’t mind getting worked over. But I wasn’t prepared to play chicken with Adrienne’s life if there was any chance that she was still alive. I’d already decided that, so I made a croaking sound as loud as I could, to call the goons in and tell them I was willing to make a deal. 
 
    The voices went quiet and after a moment the door opened. The guy who looked in didn’t look especially Colombian. He had dreadlocks down to his waist, jeans with the crotch down by his knees and a Giants vest. He looked at me and I said, “Tell Arana I’m ready to deal.” He left without saying anything. 
 
    After a few minutes he came back with a couple of pals. One was tall and lean, the other was shorter and more powerful. They were both bigger than Dreadlocks. They both had crew-cut hair and tattoos of swastikas, Baphomets and goats’ heads all over their arms, fists and faces. They also had rings: big rings with skulls on them. They didn’t need knuckle dusters.  
 
    The guy with the dreadlocks went and stood on my left. He had a big, stupid grin on his face. The tall lean one went and stood on my right. The other came and stood over me, with his legs straddled. I looked him in the eye and said, “You don’t need to do this. Tell Arana I’m ready to deal. He won’t want to be kept waiting.” 
 
    If I’d talked to the wall I would probably have gotten more of a reaction. I might have dislodged some dust. This guy wasn’t listening. He gave me a right cross that almost knocked my head off my neck. He was careful to hit me in the cheek instead of the jaw, so he wouldn’t knock me cold. He pulled back and gave me another right cross in the same place, and then another. I could feel the side of my face swelling up. Then he took hold of my face with his left hand and moved it carefully to his right, so he could hit me with the left. He gave me three, careful left crosses, so that the whole bottom of my face was evenly swollen. Maybe he was into aesthetic equilibrium. 
 
    He turned to his tall, lean pal and spoke to him in something that sounded like Polish. They swapped positions and his pal practiced his left jab on my eyes. It was painful. It was one of the most painful things I have ever experienced. I told them a few times to get Arana. But in the end I gave up and realized that this had nothing to do with Arana. I had no idea who they were or what they wanted. They just seemed to want to practice beating me up. 
 
    My eyes had swelled up so much I could only see through thin, puffy slits. The two Poles were holding a conversation about punching techniques and I could see Dreadlocks taking up position. It was his go now. He came in close, with his legs low in the rider stance. I knew what was coming, and I wasn’t wrong. He began a steady pounding of my ribcage. They could only have worked me over for about fifteen minutes. But it felt as though I had spent my whole life there, being hit.  
 
    I must have passed out, because I only remember waking up. The tall Pole was sitting in a rocking chair by the window, looking at the porn magazine. My face felt like a water-bomb, but I could just about see through my eyes. I must have made a noise because the Pole looked up, put down his magazine and stood. He said something and came over and stopped in front of me. Then he slapped me backhanded, left to right with his right hand. Then he did right to left with his left hand. Then his right, and then his left. It went on like that, steady, rhythmic, until my face felt like it was on fire. 
 
    All you can do in a situation like that is go with the pain. Become the pain, and dream about revenge. He never hit me hard enough to knock me out, but I became so groggy I lost all sense of time. It seemed to go on for hours, but it could have been only fifteen or twenty minutes.  
 
    Eventually he called something to the others, and the short, powerful one brought in a bucket of water and threw it over me. That woke me up enough for the other guy to take his turn and go to work on me. 
 
    I don’t know how long it went on. I guess they beat me on and off all day, or all night, or both. Dreadlocks had been whipping my face and body by turns with his leather belt when I heard a door close and he stopped and called out something. I remember noticing then that the blind was up and the bare bulb was reflecting on black glass, and that meant it was nighttime. There was a reply to what Dreadlocks had said, and then the door opened.  
 
    There was a tall guy, with glasses and a very long, thin neck. He was wearing an old-fashioned tweed jacket and carrying a black bag. He looked down at me and smiled. When he spoke he sounded South African. “Very good,” he said. “Excellent!” 
 
    Then he put his bag down on the floor. He knelt and rummaged through it. I saw a stethoscope and plastic packs of syringes. He took one of them out, and a small glass bottle. He filled the syringe from the bottle and said something to the tall, lean Pole, who rolled up my sleeve. The doctor found my vein and injected something into me. I didn’t know what it was, but as I sank into blessed oblivion, I remember feeling grateful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in a bed. The ceiling was white. My face and my eyes felt puffy and swollen, and all of my body ached. I tried to sit up, but there was a strap across my chest. I tried to move my hands, but my wrists were strapped to the bed too. I turned my head. There was nothing in the room except for the bed and me. There were no windows, but there was a door. The door opened and a nurse came in. She looked at me without expression and left. A couple of minutes passed and the door opened again and a man came in, in a white coat. He had a long thin neck, and glasses. He may have been the guy in the tweed jacket. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    He leaned over me and looked at me hard. He pulled back my eyelids and inspected my eyes. The nurse was peering over his shoulder, flicking her eyes at him, waiting for him to say something. Eventually he said, “Yes, OK,” in a South African accent, and she left. 
 
    He took a stethoscope from his pocket, fitted it to his ears and then listened to my heart. It was thumping fast and hard. He sighed and pulled a syringe and a vial from his other pocket. I said, “What is that stuff? I’m sick of getting injected. Who are you?” 
 
    As far as he was concerned I hadn’t spoken. I might not have been there at all, except he was injecting me with something. I said, “Where am I?” 
 
    He glanced at my eyes and removed the needle. After a second I didn’t really care where I was. I felt pretty good. I made a note to find out what that stuff was and always have some in my kitchen cupboard, alongside the Irish. 
 
    The nurse came back with another, male nurse, and they took the brakes off my bed. Then they wheeled me, under moving ceilings and passing strip lights, down corridors and passages that were all white, through bumping swinging doors into a small room with a big machine in it. They turned me around and pushed me up close to the machine. Then the two nurses started connecting up electrodes to my head. The doctor was looking at a monitor a little ways off, and he had green light reflecting off his skin. I thought he looked like the Hulk. He said, “Good. Stress is good.” 
 
    Then the nurse, the female one, stepped up and pushed against the bed I was on, and my whole head and face were enclosed in a steel tube. I felt a small, sharp stab at the back of my neck, at the base of my skull. A bright light flashed and I was gone. 
 
    That’s the way I remember it. 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    I was in a bed. The ceiling was white. I raised my hand and touched my face. It wasn’t swollen or puffy, or painful. I didn’t know why this should be important, but I knew it was. I turned my head. The walls were plain and featureless. There was no window. There was no furniture. I turned my head the other way. There was a door. It opened and a nurse came in. She looked at me without expression and left. I thought I felt peaceful, and that was good. 
 
    After a while the door opened again and a man in a white coat came in. He was tall. He had a long thin neck and heavy glasses. He bent over me and pulled my eyelids back with his fingers. He stared into my eyes and examined my face. He pulled a stethoscope out of his pocket and listened to my heart. It was quiet and rhythmic. He spoke with a South African accent. He asked me, “What is your name?” 
 
    I stared at his face and wondered what he meant. He said again, “What is your name? Do you understand my question?” 
 
    I shook my head. I went to say something, to tell him I didn’t understand his question, but my tongue and my lips lolled like putty. There was a nurse behind him, looking down at me, flicking her eyes at the doctor, waiting for him to say something or do something. He said, “Four D.” 
 
    The nurse took the brakes off my bed and wheeled me out, along corridors and through double swing doors. I felt peaceful. I felt as though I had been doing this, we had been doing this, all my life. We went into a small room where there was a big machine. The nurse put electrodes on my head. The doctor was examining a monitor. Green lights washed his face. He said, “Stress is good.” And the nurse pushed me back, so that my head was encompassed by a steel tube. A bright, white light flashed. 
 
      
 
    I was in a bed. The ceiling was white. The light did not come from the ceiling because there was no bulb. I raised my hands to my face. The swelling had gone. So had the bruising. I looked to my left. There was a window, with a Persian blind that was lowered so I couldn’t see out. There was a bedside table, and a vase with flowers. To my right there was a door. It opened and a nurse came in. She smiled at me and said, “All right?” 
 
    I licked my lips. My mouth was dry. I nodded and she left the room. On my right was another bedside table. On it there was a jug of water and a glass. I pushed myself up and reached for the jug. I missed. I looked at my hand and then at the jug, and tried again. This time I took it and poured. I spilled most of it, but managed to get about half a glass. When I drank I spilled some down my chin and my chest. I put the glass back and the door opened. A man in a white coat came in. He had a long neck and thick glasses. He sat beside the bed and leaned over toward me. He pulled back my eyelids with his fingers and shone a small light into my eyes. When he had finished he looked at me and spoke in a South African accent, “What is your name?” 
 
    I had to think, but eventually I said, “Amnesia....”  
 
    He nodded, then he said, “Where do you live?” I looked around at the room. It seemed familiar. I said, “Here?” 
 
    He seemed to smile, but I couldn’t be sure. He said, “What’s your job?” 
 
    “Job…?” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    I said, “I don’t really know what you mean… New Mexico? The desert…” 
 
    He stood up and turned to the nurse. He was about to speak but I interrupted him and said, “I do remember…” He stopped and turned back to me, waiting. I said, “I do remember, a yellow . In the rain.” 
 
    After a moment he blinked and turned back to the nurse. “Seven D.” 
 
    She took the brakes off my bed and wheeled me down several corridors, through big, double swing doors. It all looked kind of familiar. We went into a small room and she put electrodes on my head. The doctor was examining a monitor and he said to her, “Yes, stress is fine,” and she rolled me up close to the machine, so that my head went inside a long, steel tube. There was a flash and I lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    I sat up. The window with the Persian blind was still closed. I climbed out of bed and went to pull it open. The blind went up, but the window was sealed and there were wooden shutters on the other side. They were closed too, but through the slats I could see the glare of bright sunlight. I looked on my bedside table for a clock. There wasn’t one. I was thirsty, and my mouth felt thick and swollen. I went round the bed to the bedside table on the far side. There was a jug of water and a glass. I emptied one glass and refilled it. There was a bowl of fruit. I took a banana and ate it while I looked under the bed and in the lockers for my clothes. They weren’t there. 
 
    The door opened and a nurse came in. She smiled at me and said, “All right? Up and about, are we?” 
 
    I watched her but didn’t say anything. She was familiar, but I couldn’t remember her. She said, “Hungry?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Where am I?” 
 
    “Doctor will be here soon.” 
 
    “Doctor?” 
 
    She pulled back the covers of the bed and straightened the sheet. “Now you get back into bed and doctor will be here in no time.” 
 
    I climbed back in the bed and said, “I want my clothes.” 
 
    She left without answering. I ate another banana while I waited for the doctor. He came in as I was finishing. I recognized him from somewhere, but I couldn’t think of where. He was tall, had a long thin neck and heavy glasses. He went to examine my eyes but I waved him away and said, “I’m OK. Where am I?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. When he spoke his accent was South African. “You’re in a clinic. Can you tell me your name?” 
 
    I said, “Sure. Can you tell me yours?” He smiled in a way you might describe as humorless. “Can you tell me your address?”  
 
    I said, “Yeah. I live over Larry’s Mexican Restaurant, on Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard, New Orleans. Why all the questions? Where am I?” 
 
    He said, “You suffered amnesia. Possibly caused by a concussion.” 
 
    “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “They’ll be returned to you when you’re ready to go home.”  
 
    “I’m ready to go home. Can I have my clothes now?” 
 
    “A few more questions. Are you married?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” 
 
    A yellow raincoat in the rain. I hesitated, then said, “No.” 
 
    “What line of work are you in?” 
 
    “I’m an…” My head was beginning to ache. I said, “I’m a…begins with ‘V’…” 
 
    He looked at me real close. Then he said, “Can you tell me about any deals you’ve done recently?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Look, I’m fine. I just want to go home.” 
 
    He said, “Sure. That’s not a problem. Can you tell me what the Lotus is?” 
 
    I looked at him a long time, chewing my lip. I said, “Fuck you.” 
 
    He nodded and left. 
 
    When he’d been gone five minutes I got up and tried the door. It was locked. 
 
    I went back to the bed and thought about who I was and what I remembered. There were whole bits of me that were in darkness, but every now and then I got that feeling, like when you have a blocked nose and you inhale vaporized Vicks, and it all starts un-sticking and becoming clear. It was like that, only in my mind. As though a sticky sludge was being removed, bit by bit, from my recollection of who I was. 
 
    What was the Lotus? Had I ever known? My head ached when I tried to think about it. The door opened again and the nurse came in with a tray of food. She smiled at me and I smiled back. I said, “I’m hungry.” 
 
    She said, “That’s good. It means you’re recovering.” As she said it she leaned across the bed to set the tray on my lap.  
 
    I don’t normally hit women. I’m one of those old-fashioned guys who believes men shouldn’t go around hitting women. On very rare occasions you might meet a woman who is more man than woman. Some of them even have moustaches and biceps. Sometimes you have to hit them in order to survive. But nurses, I don’t think I ever hit a nurse before. I tried to make it painless and quick. I caught her an upper cut straight to the tip of her chin. The tray fell gently on my lap, and she fell less gently to the floor. 
 
    I got up, put the tray of food on the bedside table and then lifted the nurse into the bed. It was the least I could do. I took her keys and covered her right up to her head with the bedclothes. Anyone poking their nose in would think I was having a nap. 
 
    The corridor was long, brightly lit and empty. I stepped out of the room, closed the door and locked it. To my right the passage led to a kind of T junction with another corridor. That was all there was down there. To my left there was another corridor that also led to a T junction, but about halfway down was a door that was half-paneled with frosted glass. I crept up to it and listened. I heard a murmuring voice. I waited a while. There was only the one voice. I waited a little longer until I heard the gentle bleep of a phone being switched off. I stepped up, opened the door, poked my head round it and grinned. The South African doctor was there looking up at me from his desk. He looked surprised. I said, “Hi, can I come in?”  
 
    I stepped through into his office without waiting for a reply, and moved toward the desk. He stood up. He looked a little alarmed. I said, as soothingly as I could, “I wanted to talk to you. Nurse said it was OK. You see, I suddenly remembered what the Lotus was.” 
 
    He frowned. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. I said, “Mm-hm. It’s a bit like this stone paperweight.” He had it on his desk. He looked down at it as I picked it up. He frowned, trying to work it out. Light dawned on his face just a little too late, as I smashed him around the head with the polished hunk of granite. He dropped straight down where he was standing, spilling his chair and his papers.  
 
    He was a slighter build than I was, and not quite as tall, which made his clothes look a bit strange on me. The sleeves of his white coat were too short, and his pants flapped around my ankles, but they would do to get me out. I gagged him and tied his wrists and ankles with his router cable. Then I picked up a clipboard from his desk and stepped out into the corridor again. I needed to get to the exit fast. 
 
    I walked to the intersection. I didn’t know where I was going, but I turned right. It was another long, white corridor like the one I had just left. There were no doors, only another intersection at the end. I walked some more, turned left when I got there. Another long, narrow passage, and at the end two swing doors. I looked behind me. There was no one. I listened. No sound. I ran quietly to the swing doors and pushed through them. Right, the passage went into darkness. Left it led to some descending steps. Down the steps was another set of swing doors, and over the doors a small sign that read “MORGUE.” Ahead the passage carried on to a corner.  
 
    I followed it and turned the bend. Another long passage, this one with doors, like offices, and at the end a large open area that looked like it might be a reception. I fixed my gaze on the floor and strode with purpose toward that open area. I glanced up and saw that the far wall was of plate glass. Outside it was dark, and the lights from the room reflected on the glass, making it black, so I couldn’t see through it. I looked back down at the floor and walked on, without breaking my stride. I counted five steps and looked up again. There was a set of large, glass doors and to the right of them a reception desk. Behind the desk was a young woman, sitting at a monitor, tapping.  
 
    Maybe my mistake was to say, “Good evening.” Maybe if I had just walked straight on out she would never have noticed me. Who knows? But I did. I said, “Good evening” as I reached for the door and pushed out. She looked up at me and watched me go without saying a word. 
 
    Outside the heat hit me like a wall. It was dark and it was raining, but it must have been in the high nineties. There was a gravel drive and in the distance I could see the silhouettes of trees and bushes against a jagged skyline. I looked back over my shoulder and she was talking into a phone. I pulled off the white coat and dumped it along with the clipboard, and I ran. 
 
    I followed the path for maybe a minute. By the time I dodged left off the gravel my hair was matted with water and my clothes were saturated. I expected to be running on lawn, but the ground was hard: rocks, stones and shrubs. I noted it but didn’t pay any attention, just focused on making for the tree line I’d seen in the distance. The ground was wet and slippery and it made the running hard and heavy going. Water kept running into my eyes, and I kept slipping and falling, gashing my hands on the small, sharp stones.  
 
    After ten minutes I arrived at what looked at first like a hedgerow, but turned out to be a shallow stream bordered by tall trees and bushes. I ducked in and lay in the mud, listening to the rippling of the water, looking back the way I’d come. Slowly my surroundings began to come into focus. I’d expected maples, holly and palmetto, even the marshy, semi-jungle of the bayous, but what I saw was bougainvillea, and the tall, black silhouettes of pines and eucalyptus. I noted the fact, but had no time to think about it. 
 
    Keeping my head low, crawling through the mud, I followed the stream to a thicket among a jumble of rocks and boulders. I stayed there for a while, watching and listening. I heard a car engine, and after a moment I saw the ark of its headlamps rise through the rain, heading up the driveway, then curving away and down.  
 
    That meant there was a road down there, and that road would lead to a town, maybe a telephone and a train station. I heard a second engine, and a second set of headlamps cut across the night. Then there was only silence, and the warm rain and the gurgling of the swelling stream.  
 
    I waited maybe twenty minutes, getting steadily soaked to my skin. Then I started making my way, following the stream in roughly the same direction the cars had taken, figuring I was now behind the people who were chasing me.  
 
    I stuck close to the river with its overgrown banks so as not to make a shape against the sky, and after fifteen minutes of slow progress, I began to hear a wet crashing above the hiss of the rain. The ground rose ahead of me, but the river plunged into a shallow gorge. Then I was scrambling up a steep hill, grabbing hold of handfuls of dry, woody shrubs to pull myself up, and I could hear the distinct sound of a waterfall. 
 
    I dropped and lay flat on my belly, looking down. Below me I could make out the wet gleam of a ribbon of asphalt. On my left the river was now thundering, gleaming white foam in the darkness as it rushed under a small bridge. Far away, far below me, in what seemed to be a broad valley, I could make out the sparkle of lights from a town. And, as I lay there, feeling the hard stones and brittle twigs and shrubs under my belly, I became aware for the first time of the powerful smell of aromatic herbs in the warm, wet night. Rosemary was strong, also thyme, and the astringent scent of pine.  
 
    I was not in Louisiana. I was in Arizona, New Mexico—or Mexico itself. Somehow the fact scared me, and for some reason I knew it was important, that it meant something; but I couldn’t think why. 
 
    I stayed a while, watching and listening for any vehicles, or any other sign of a search party that might be out after me. There was nothing other than the sound of water falling all around me.  
 
    Finally I scrambled over the rise and slipped and slithered down the rough, muddy hill until I stumbled and fell in a heap on the blacktop below. Lying there with the rain drenching my face and body, like a hot coal in my belly, underneath the fear, I could feel a sense of exhilaration, a pounding excitement that I had got away. It never occurred to me once to ask why I was escaping. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I just knew that now that I had remembered who I was, I had to get away. 
 
    I got to my feet and started walking, hugging the side of the road, going downhill toward the valley, and the lights I had seen. Somewhere down there was a town, a telephone. I would find out where the hell I was, call Rafa collect, get him to send me some money, or better still, come and get me.  
 
    I tramped for maybe ten or fifteen minutes, winding and curving steadily downhill through the rain. As I descended it started to thin and turn to a fine drizzle, and I began to hear the irregular drip of water falling from leaves in the undergrowth, and the rustle of small predators emerging to hunt after the downpour. Then I was aware of a dim glow up ahead, on the other side of a narrow gorge.  
 
    I wiped the rain from my eyes and squinted. It might have been the light from a farmhouse. It flickered and winked among the drizzle, but its glow was getting steadier, and it was growing. I could see now that it was climbing, and then it split in two, like a dividing cell. I heard the hum of an engine and knew it was the headlamps of a car. 
 
    The chances were that it was just some Joe out late after a party, but that was a chance I wasn’t going to take. I slid over the edge and scrambled backwards in among the bushes. The lights were approaching slow. Maybe that was because this was a mountain road and it had been raining. Maybe it wasn’t. I looked the other way, back up the way I’d come. Maybe a hundred and fifty yards back I could see another set of headlamps, also approaching slow. I edged a bit further down so that I was in among some ferns and bushes, and I lay very still, waiting.  
 
    The two cars stopped about thirty feet apart, their lamps glaring at each other in two intersected cones of yellow light, with the drizzle glistening like needles in between. I heard their doors slam, three, four times. There was movement behind the cars, people murmuring. Then two men came to the edge of the road, looking out into the darkness. One of them pointed down past and below me, and said something I didn’t catch. The he gestured back down the road, down the hill the way I’d been headed. They separated and he turned and walked back toward the first car. I heard some shouts and his door slammed. There was the high-pitched whine of a reversing engine, and that car moved slowly back down the hill toward the hairpin bend. 
 
    Then the other guy was back, holding something that looked like high-tech binoculars, but I knew were heat sensors. They were going to find me, and it was a matter of seconds. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and ran blind down the steep hill. I heard shouts behind me but ignored them. The ground under my feet was a thin layer of arid earth, made slime and mud by the rain. It gave every time my feet landed on it and I kept slipping and falling. The pain of the small stones cutting into my flesh was harsh, but I used the momentum to get to my feet again and continue my falling run down the slope. I knew that at the bottom would be another stretch of road, and I had to get there before the reversing car reached the hairpin and could accelerate toward me. My foot landed on a small, gnarled bush and my ankle twisted. I fell headlong, landed on my shoulder and rolled. I kept rolling as I went over a sharp decline, bounced on some rocks and landed on the road. I could feel blood trickling down my hands and on my face, but I didn’t care. I had made it. 
 
    Above me I could hear voices calling to each other and the rhythmic rustle and crackle of bodies fighting their way through the brush. I looked to my left and there, at the bend, were the headlamps of the car, swinging around in my direction. I ran for the edge of the road, intending to plunge down again through the darkness and the branches, thinking at least that way I might lose them. I stopped dead.  
 
    This was not a slope. It was a sheer drop, and below, a long way below, I could hear the tumble and rush of water. This was where the river came out after the waterfall passed under the bridge. I could jump, but my chances of surviving were practically nil. 
 
    To my left the car was approaching, its lights growing fast through the drizzle. Behind me and to my right I heard the breaking crash of branches. I turned and saw four men, indistinct in the half-light from the lamps, step from the bushes. They didn’t charge me, they spread out in a scattered line across the road and just stood, looking at me, waiting. They were big. They looked tough and I was tired. I didn’t like my chances against them. 
 
    I looked back at the car. It was maybe ten, fifteen yards away. It had stopped at an angle across the road. I sprinted. Immediately I heard the thud of feet behind me. I ran for the hood, making like I was going to vault over it and head for the slope beyond the river. The guy in the car must have bought it because he got out on the far side and stood ready to block me. 
 
    I could hear whoever it was behind me breathing hard. He was practically on me. I was three or four strides from the hood. I took two and could sense his fingers reaching for my shirt. I dodged left, felt his body rush past mine. I grabbed the door handle and saw three things happen all at the same time: the guy on the other side of the hood cursed, “What the fuck?”; the guy who’d been chasing me collided with the hood and sprawled across it; and through the window I saw a very startled goon with dirty, long dreadlocks, gaping at me. 
 
    Then the guy on the hood had recovered and he was coming at me. I yanked open the door and smashed him in the face with it. As he went down the goon in the car was still gaping. I lashed out with a kick that smashed his nose and caved in his front teeth. Then I grabbed him by his hair, dragged him from the car and slid in as the passenger door opened. A big, round face looked in.  
 
    He was too far away to smack him to any good effect, so I took hold of his nose between my index and middle fingers and twisted hard. I heard it crunch and he screamed like a cornered rat. I let go and he vanished.  
 
    I stamped on the clutch, put it in reverse, and straightened up. They must have left someone in the car up the hill, because now I could see two headlamps growing fast in my rearview. Ahead of me I could see the three guys I’d just dropped. Dreadlocks was lying in the middle of the road. The driver was hunched over holding his face and the other guy was on his knees, getting to his feet. 
 
    I slipped in first and floored the gas. In that moment the guy on his knees looked up. I could see his face as though through a microscope, in minute detail. He had a crew cut and looked Polish. Somehow I knew he spoke Polish. I knew him, just like I knew the guy with the dreadlocks, and I knew I hated them, though I didn’t know why. I let out the clutch and rammed them. I saw the Polish one scream, but I didn’t hear it. There was a sickening thud, followed by another, and then another as I went over them. 
 
    I put the gear in second, then third, and kept going till I could see the bend in the road coming up. Then I hit the brake, stopped, and slipped in reverse. The car behind me was closing. I waited and watched it grow fast in my mirror. When it began to slow I hit the gas again, let the revs climb and released the clutch. I smashed his radiator with my trunk at a combined speed of maybe seventy miles per hour. I saw the driver whiplash and hit his head on the wheel. I pulled forward, then rammed him again. I figured by then he’d had enough, so I pulled forward and rammed him a third time. My trunk was a mess, but his bus wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    I pulled away and accelerated toward the bend in the road. In the mirror I saw the driver climb out of the wrecked car and stand watching me. He raised both his arms straight out in front of him as I slowed to take the corner. I saw a flash and then my rear window and my windshield exploded. I held steady. I was nearly at the corner and I was going to make it. I saw another flash. There was an explosion and my back end started to slew, and then I was sliding across the wet tarmac. I spun the wheel left to correct the slide, but then it was sliding the other way. I lost it and it began a slow spin and I wound up facing the wrong way. 
 
    I was sitting looking through the shattered windshield, back up the road at what was left of the other car. In the light from my headlamps, through the sparkling shards of drizzle, I could see the big man loping toward me. His strides were long and powerful. He wasn’t running like a man who’d just had his face smashed onto a steering wheel. I told myself to stay calm. I put the car in gear and, slow and steady, I turned it round. I kept cool. I could get away from this son of a bitch. I started to accelerate slow. Too much gas with a blown back tire on wet tarmac and it would start to slide again. I glanced in the mirror. He was standing, legs straddled, both hands held out straight in front of him again.  
 
    Another flick of fire, then two more. 
 
    He must have been a marksman because the front right tire exploded and the car veered right and started spinning again. By the time I’d stopped it he was at the hood. Then he was at my door. The window exploded under his fist and he was grabbing my collar with one hand while he popped the lock with the other. He dragged me from the car, looking down into my face with no expression. He was the biggest man I’d ever seen. Maybe seven foot. His eyes were blue. His hair was almost white. I swung a right and it was like punching stone. He held me out at arm’s length, jabbed at my chin with his left fist and I went down. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I woke up. It was dark and it was raining. I was lying on wet asphalt. Above me the raindrops were reflecting light as they fell like diamonds out of the black. My head ached. I raised myself onto my elbows and looked around.  
 
    I was in an alley. At the far end I could see lights glowing through the entrance. I turned and looked behind me. There was a steel dumpster, and I could make out the shape of soaked cardboard boxes poking out of the top. There was a wall behind it, and a black roof glistening in the wet. It was a dead end. I struggled to my feet. A few yards away from me there was another large object glistening wet in the half-light. It was my car, my Griffith. I looked for the RAMs. They were gone. 
 
    I ran. I felt like my brain was bouncing around in my skull, but I ran, down the alley and out into a large parking lot. There was an abandoned warehouse, and away ahead of me was Clio Street and beyond it the Pontchartrain Expressway overpass.  
 
    I went back to the Griffith. It was untouched and undamaged. I climbed in, roared out of the alley and down Simon Bolivar Avenue. At the corner of Euterpe I saw a newsstand and screeched to a halt. I clambered out and ran to the vendor, grabbing at his arm as he laid out his papers. 
 
    “What day is it? What is the date today?” 
 
    “Hey, take it easy, pal. What’s your problem?” 
 
    I reached out and snatched a paper. He raised his voice. “You gonna pay for that, pal?” 
 
    I ignored him. I stood staring at the banner. I’d gone to the Blues Club. I’d made a deal with Kaposvari and watched the Chink beat the Hammer. I’d found Olaf and then watched him get killed. I’d gone back to the Blues Club and Kaposvari had told me—what? What had he told me? That I still had a lot to lose. 
 
    Then I’d been followed by the RAMs. I’d been knocked unconscious in the alleyway. And all of that had happened on the 29th of August.  
 
    I’d had a dream. I couldn’t remember the dream, but it had been heavy. I’d remembered who I was. I had known. And then I’d woken up, in the same alley, but the car was undamaged, I was undamaged, and now it was the 5th of September. 
 
    I handed him back his paper. He snatched it and muttered something. It wasn’t important. I turned and walked back toward the TVR. I sat in it for a long time. Staring at the raindrops accumulating on the windshield. Olaf was gone. Adrienne was gone. I was losing my head. I’d stumbled on these damned flash drives, on the Lotus, and the more I looked into it, the deeper it got, the more innocent people got killed, and I hadn’t even hurt these bastards yet. 
 
    Time to pull out. Time to hand the flash drives over to Kaposvari. 
 
    I hit the starter button and pulled out of the alley. 
 
      
 
    I parked at the corner and walked the short distance to Larry’s Mexican Restaurant. Dawn was touching the horizon, the road was wet and dark and the birds were in their crazy, early chorus. I paused for a moment outside my door and watched the drops of rain hitting the black puddles, and the way the light broke and rippled over the water. I wondered for a moment if I had my key, and found myself thinking it would be good to get into some clothes that were the right size. Then I wondered why I had thought that. I was tired. Real tired. 
 
    I pulled the key from my pants and let myself in.  
 
    Dreams.  
 
    I climbed the steep, narrow stairs with the lights off. I was going to sleep for twelve hours, then I was going to get the flash drives and take them to Kaposvari. And then I’d be free. Take them to Kaposvari and I’d be free. I opened my door and stepped in to my apartment. I closed the door behind me. Everything was where it should be, but there was something unfamiliar about it. It was dark, so it was hard to tell. The window was open. Had I left it open? I couldn’t remember. 
 
    A cool breeze wafted in. There were two chairs pulled up to the open window. I had pulled a chair up the night Adrienne had died. And she had pulled a chair up too. But that was nine, ten days ago. Had I moved them back since then? Had I kept them by the window?  
 
    I couldn’t remember.  
 
    I couldn’t remember! 
 
    My head was full of holes, dark holes like puddles where the light couldn’t get in.  
 
    My eyes were adjusting to the darkness now, and I looked a little harder at the chairs by the window. They were in shadow, but there was a darker shadow within one of them. I stepped closer and saw Adrienne’s face, like a pale moon, washed with the light from the streetlamps outside. She was asleep. 
 
    I stood looking at her a while. Then I went to the kitchen and took a beer from the fridge. I cracked it and took it back to the chair. I sat opposite her, pulled out a Camel and lit it. Then I sat quietly drinking my beer and smoking, and looking at her. She had been returned to me. Why? And by whom? 
 
    Somewhere in the dark a siren split the night. An engine roared and screamed and tires squealed. They passed, leaving a noisy silence behind them. Adrienne’s eyes blinked. She raised her head, focused, saw me and smiled. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    She watched me get up. I walked behind her and switched on a single lamp in the corner. I came back, and sat down. The rain was a constant drumming outside the window. The lamp was behind her and washed the side of her face pale orange. Her eyes were in shadow. I said, “Where were you? I looked everywhere.” 
 
    “I was unconscious.” She seemed to think for a minute. Then, “I was in a private clinic.” 
 
    “Where?” She didn’t answer straight away. She turned to look out the window, and I saw she had a scar on the side of her head. I said, “I thought you were dead. How did you get back?” 
 
    “In the ambulance.” She said it to the window. “It wasn’t as bad…” She blinked and turned to me. “It wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The flood, the rain, probably reduced the velocity of the car, helped to break my fall.” She shrugged. “It’s like a miracle. To be alive.” 
 
    I nodded. “What’s this clinic? Why’d they take you there?” 
 
    “My dad has private insurance.” 
 
    “Private insurance…?” 
 
    She nodded. After a while I said, “You want a drink?” She smiled. “Yes. Whiskey.” 
 
    I went to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of Bushmills and two glasses and brought them back to the sitting room. I poured us each a glass and sat back. I said, “How come they didn’t tell us? How come they didn’t contact your dad?” 
 
    She shrugged. “An administrative screw-up. You know how it is…” 
 
    I didn’t know how it was, but I didn’t say that. I asked her, “Where was the clinic?” 
 
    She stared hard into her drink for a long time. When she finally looked up, I could see the lamplight reflected in the tears on her face. She said, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    She turned back to the window and the rain. “I could see the hills. From the window in my room. I could see the hills, pinewoods.” 
 
    “Didn’t they tell you where you were?” She shook her head. “Can you remember the name of your doctor?”  
 
    She held her whiskey with both hands and drank, hunching into her shoulders slightly, as though she were cold, or afraid. Eventually she lowered the glass and said, “Yes. His name is Banks. Professor Banks.” 
 
    “Professor Banks? Are you sure?” She nodded. “Yes. I’m sure. Professor Banks.” 
 
    I waited a moment, then asked, “Have you seen your father?” She turned to me and nodded again. I said, “He didn’t know where you were, Adrienne.” She looked at me a while, but didn’t get my point. If it was his private insurance, he would have known where she was. They would have contacted him. But she just said, “I’ve seen him. He’s OK.” 
 
    I decided not to push it and asked her instead, “How are you? You were pretty beat up. Your heart had stopped, and you weren’t breathing. With most people that means they’re dead.” 
 
    She shrugged, ignoring the joke. “They were very good to me. Professor Banks is an angel. I was unconscious for a while. I don’t know how long. But he fixed me up. I feel great.” 
 
    I stared into my own drink a while. “When did you get back?”  
 
    “Today…” She smiled. “Well, yesterday.” 
 
    “You were only gone just over a week.”  
 
    She glanced at me. “Really?”  
 
    I nodded. “Just a week. Professor Banks must be a miracle worker.” 
 
    She took another sip. “He is. They said I had gone into shock. The injuries weren’t that bad. Could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Suddenly she laughed. “Anyway! I’m alive! I don’t want to tell you how I felt when I woke up. Last thing I remember…” She was frowning hard. “Last thing I remember is…” She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead with her fingers. “Anyway. I’m alive!” She laughed again and looked at me with a big smile. “And raring to go! Boy! I feel like I’ve been born again! I thought there for a minute I was going to die! I felt I was dead, actually! Actually dead! And now…” She took a deep breath and spread her hands. “Now I’m alive! And raring to go!” She sat forward, talking too loud in the darkness. “You know what? I just want to get back to work, get on with living. Get back to my thesis.” 
 
    I smiled, though I didn’t feel it. I said, “Sounds good to me. It’s nice to have you back.” We sat in silence a while, then I asked her, “You want to stay?” 
 
    She nodded. “But I want to check that Dad’s OK.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She stood up and walked to the door. I didn’t watch her. I sat staring out at the rain falling on Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard, the long orange needles falling from the streetlamps, and the cold reflections on the wet blacktop. At the door she stopped. “What did we talk about, that night?”  
 
    I turned to look at her and gave the kind of laugh you give when you really don’t want to laugh.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “We talked about nothing.”  
 
    She hesitated, then asked, “Were you angry with me?”  
 
    I looked at my glass, and the cold, blue reflections of the crystal. I said, “I was afraid, Adrienne. I was afraid of losing you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She took hold of the handle and turned it. Then stopped again.  
 
    “Did we talk about anything else?” I thought a moment, then said, “I asked you to help me with something.”  
 
    She closed the door, turned to face me and frowned. The lamplight was on her cheekbones and her neck. “What? What did you ask me to do?” 
 
    I didn’t answer for a minute, then said carefully, “I had a couple of flash drives that were encrypted. I wanted you to help me decipher them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Didn’t I want to help you?”  
 
    I smiled. “We never got that far.” Suddenly she smiled too. “Shall we do that tomorrow?” 
 
    I watched her a long minute. There was no point. I was going to give them to Kaposvari anyway. But she looked eager and keen and I wanted to make her happy, and somewhere in a dark corner of my mind I could see Olaf lying on the road, dead, looking at me with dead eyes, and for some reason that was important. I said, “Sure, let’s do that tomorrow.” 
 
    She gave me a big grin, then came and put her arms around me and gave me a squeeze and a kiss. At the door she stopped again and looked back, still smiling. “You want to be getting the sheets warm?” 
 
    I said, “Sure...” 
 
      
 
    It was about six in the morning. The sky was turning gray-blue. The first cars were beginning to pass, and the first roller blinds were rattling the sleep out of the air. I wasn’t asleep. I was lying on my bed, staring out of the open window, wondering where she’d been and why she’d come back, and wondering if the rain would ever stop. I had heard the front door open and softly close. I had waited a while and then felt rather than saw the darkness grow dense in my bedroom. Her voice had come from above me, in a whisper, and I had felt her hair on my face, and then her lips on mine, pressing hard, and I had felt her tears mingle with mine.  
 
      
 
    I woke up at midday to the smell of frying bacon and coffee. It was still raining outside, but there was a gray light trying to break the clouds. I climbed out of bed and pulled on my pants, then went to the kitchen. She was singing as she cooked. She turned when she heard me, with a big grin on her face. “Morning, Tiger!” She laughed. I ran my fingers through my hair and went to have a shower. Sometimes surviving death can do this to people, I told myself. It would pass. 
 
    I let the water hit me hot, cold, then hot and cold again. It helped to clear my head and see things in perspective. There was a lot I didn’t understand about Adrienne’s disappearance and even more I didn’t understand about her return. But there was a hell of a lot I didn’t understand about my own missing week. What was clear was that these people messed with your head. They were powerful and sophisticated, and they played for keeps.  
 
    I climbed out of the shower and toweled myself down. What was important was that she was back and she was safe. Now I just had to get the drives to Kaposvari and Adrienne and I could go away somewhere. Be safe. 
 
    Over brunch she said, “Show me your flash drives.” 
 
    I looked up. “I don’t have them here.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    I hesitated. Something was telling me it couldn’t do any harm to let her have a look at them. That I was going to give them to Kaposvari anyway. To just hand them over and it would be OK, but I found myself saying, “They’re in a PO box. I wouldn’t keep them here. That would be dumb.” 
 
    “I suppose so. When can you get them?” 
 
    “Why so eager?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know…” She looked embarrassed. “I’ve had this feeling, that I don’t want to waste time.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, but when I’d finished I went down to Rafa’s and sat on a stool at the bar. He was wiping the counter with a tea towel. I said, “Keep wiping this thing and you’ll wear it away. Don’t you ever polish glasses?” 
 
    He said, “I don’t see you around. Where you bin? You had breakfast?” 
 
    I said, “I don’t know. Somewhere. No. I had brunch. Give me a martini, will you?” 
 
    He mixed me a martini, four rocks one olive, and handed it to me in a whiskey tumbler, the way it should be. “Why the long face, Tío? Wha’s the matter with you?” 
 
    I took a sip. “You still got those flash drives?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Did you look at them?” 
 
    He smiled. “One day you will discover that information only complicates your life. All problem, come from knowin’ things. The less you know in life, the better.” 
 
    “That would be no, then?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Can I have them back?” 
 
    “You get a price for them?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’m going to de-encrypt them.” I heard myself say it and it didn’t feel like me. I wondered what the hell I was talking about. What I was going to do was give them to Kaposvari. That was what I had to do. 
 
    “That’s stupid. Sell them, get rid of them. You don’ need to know what’s on them.” I chewed on an olive and looked at him. I knew he was right. A voice in my own head kept telling me the same thing. He said, “Right now they want the flash drives and they are prepared to pay for them. When you know what’s on them, they will wan’ you too.” 
 
    I said, “I know, Rafa, but what are you going to do? That’s me. I’m nosey.” 
 
    He shrugged and went in back. He returned with a large envelope and handed it to me. I said, “That’s where you had them? In back?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You the smartest guy I know, an’ is the last place you would have looked.” 
 
    As I was leaving he said, “I got a bad feeling about this.”  
 
    I nodded, with my hand on the door handle. “Me too.” 
 
    I took the flash drives home and we put the first one into Adrienne’s laptop. It was the same as before. There were the two files named 1 and 2. I had a pretty good idea what 1 was now, but I didn’t tell that to Adrienne. I told her I didn’t have the software for it and to click 2. THE LOTUS REPORT came up in white letters on a black screen. She hit “enter,” I told her the password and the encrypted text appeared. I stood behind her, staring at the rows of squares and lines. After a moment she looked up at me and said, “Let me work on it, will you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    I left her hitting keys and went to the bedroom. I sat for a long time staring at the phone. I kept thinking of Olaf. I remembered I had made up my mind to hand the drives over to Arana, but I was having trouble remembering why. He had Adrienne. I had thought he had Adrienne. Now she was back and that wasn’t an issue, which meant I had to give the drives to Kaposvari. I had to because, if I didn’t, he was going to hunt me down and kill me, and Adrienne too. 
 
    Somewhere in my mind I was thinking that what Olaf had wanted was for the drives to go to da Silva—to da Silva via Arana—so that the little guys, the eternal victims of people like Kaposvari, could get a break, a chance. I was thinking it was important for the drives to get to da Silva so that this whole thing could be aired at the ICJ. I was thinking that, but my mind kept going black. I kept running into these big black holes in my mind, as though there were no thoughts there at all. 
 
    I looked at the door and thought of Adrienne, sitting at the computer, trying to break the code. I looked at my phone and thought of Olaf, lying in the road, dead, staring at me with dead eyes. Dead for good, for no good reason. Because he had wanted to help the little guy.  
 
    How? 
 
    I couldn’t remember. 
 
    I picked up my cell and dialed the number Arana had given me. When he answered I said, “I have some news for you.” 
 
    “Don’t say nothin’. Two o’clock this afternoon. Same place as before.” 
 
    He had a voice like a poke in the eye. I hung up without answering and went back to Adrienne. She looked at me as I came in. “I can’t do this here. Let me take it to the university with me. We have the equipment there…” 
 
    I was shaking my head before she’d finished. “No way. That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Why? I can’t do anything with it here. I need the de-encryption equipment. I need software you simply haven’t got.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous. Vanderbrook and Olaf were killed for these drives. I’m not letting you take them anywhere. I’m not going to lose you again.” 
 
    She sighed, irritable. “You want to know what’s on here?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. My head was aching badly. I didn’t know what I wanted. It was one. I was going to have to take the damned things to Kaposvari—not Kaposvari, Arana. For a second my mind was a complete blank. And then it was very clear. I knew exactly what I had to do. I had to go to Arana and make the deal. It was what Olaf would have wanted. Go to Arana and make the deal, and leave Adrienne here with the drives, safe.  
 
    I said, “I want you safe more. I have to go out. You do what you have to do here. When I get back we can talk about what happens next.” 
 
    She stood and followed me to the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To see Arana. I want to see what price he’ll offer. I just want to be shot of the damn things.” 
 
    She frowned. “You’re going to give them to Arana?” 
 
    I kissed her. “It’s what Olaf would have wanted. Now I have to go. Stay safe.” 
 
    I went down the stairs with a feeling that I had been about to do something really stupid. And a feeling that I had pulled back just in time. But while I was feeling that, another voice in my head screamed at me that I was getting it wrong. That I was getting everything all wrong. I had to go back, be with Adrienne, make her safe. 
 
    I stood by the Griffith for what felt like a long time, not knowing what I was doing or where I was going, just staring at the car. I felt as if my brain was tearing in half. Then a flash of pain like a hacksaw cut across my head, making me cry out and grip my temples. The black holes in my mind where memories and thoughts should have been were straining, pulling, sucking in and tearing my mind open from the inside.  
 
    Then there was a flash of light. I was with Olaf. It was dark. He was holding my arm, looking up into my face. The two Land Rovers were waiting, their lights falling on him. He was talking to me, urgently. “Make sure you get the report to Arana or da Silva. The report, you understand. Destroy everything else.” 
 
    Destroy it. 
 
    But there was another voice in my head, screaming at me so that I thought my head would explode. Kaposvari had the power, the power to hurt me. The power to hurt Adrienne. The real power. And I should take the drives to him. I should give him what he wanted. Give him the Lotus.  
 
    It was imperative. The imperative. 
 
    And then there was another flash of white light and I saw Olaf, cowering, his hands up by his face, and that bastard shooting him in the head. And suddenly my gut was on fire with a violent hatred and I knew whatever happened, whatever I did, I would never give those drives to Kaposvari. Even if my brain was torn to shreds. 
 
    The pain passed. I climbed into the car, pulled out a Camel with shaking hands and lit up. I dragged the smoke down deep and let it out slow. He had said to me, “You still have a lot to lose.” That bastard was gunning for my mind.  
 
    I pressed the starter and felt the huge V8 thunder to life. “You can take everything else, you son of a bitch,” I said aloud, “but you can’t take my mind. You can’t take me!” 
 
      
 
    When I got to Arana’s apartment a new boy in a new Armani suit led me to his study. It was a room with no windows and only one door, which looked to be reinforced and then padded with red leather on the inside. He was sitting behind a big, oak desk in a big leather chair. Both made him look even smaller than he already did, and enhanced the size of his ears and his glasses. He didn’t ask me to sit down, but I did anyway, and poked a cigarette in my mouth.  
 
    While I lit it he said, “I should kill you. I should give you a fockin’ Colombian necktie. You know what that is? I cut your fockin’ throat, pull your tongue down through the fockin’ cut and slice it off! You set me up, you fockin’ hijo de puta!” 
 
    I snapped my Zippo shut, blew smoke at him and said, “I have your report.” 
 
    His face had turned purple, but now it slowly drained and he sat back in his chair.               “Where?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Wrong question. How much? But first, the information you asked me to get you: Colonel James Kaposvari, of the US Air Force. Big cheese in the ICE. He’s part of a syndicate that owned Harry the Teeth. He sent Harry to Ensenada to kill Vanderbrook and collect the report. And he would have done it, if I hadn’t stumbled across him. I can tell you more. He was behind the outfit that hit Olaf and your boys. I didn’t set you up.” 
 
    He looked me over. His expression was a study in contempt. “So why he didn’t kill you too?” 
 
    “Because Kaposvari knows I have the Lotus Report. If he kills me he’ll never get it back. He figured if he just kept watching me, sooner or later I’d lead him to both Olaf and the report. He was half right.” 
 
    I waited. He looked at me a long time, with rage in his strange, magnified black eyes. Finally he leaned forward and pointed at me. “Olaf, he tell me he is gonna bring me the report, to put before the ICJ. I tell my president I have the goddamn report. Then Olaf give the report to fockin’ Vanderbrook. Why fockin’ Vanderbrook take the report to Ensenada? He crazy?” 
 
    I watched Arana through the smoky snakes from my cigarette.  
 
    “Olaf wanted da Silva to have the report. Olaf was a naïve idealist and he thought that giving the report to da Silva might do the little guy some good. Vanderbrook had another idea. He knew how important the report was, what it could be worth to the two sides, and he figured he’d set up an auction.  
 
    “Vanderbrook and Olaf were agreed on one thing. I was to play honest broker and keep the drives safe while the transaction, whatever that transaction was, was negotiated. Vanderbrook must have looked for me at home, and someone told him he could find me at the Blues Club. That was bad news for two reasons. First, Vanderbrook was wild. With two Schnapps inside him he started mouthing off all over the place. And that’s where the second reason comes in. He didn’t know, and neither did I at the time, that the Blues Club was a favorite hangout for the ICE. When he started mouthing off, he more or less signed his own death sentence.”  
 
    I took a long drag on my cigarette. “Why Ensenada? That’s a good question, Arana. And I guess the answer is that Vanderbrook hadn’t brought the drives with him. Maybe he wanted me to go and collect them. Maybe he intended to deal direct with the ICE and keep me out of the loop. Maybe he changed his mind as he was getting drunk. We’ll never really know. Either way, they were in Ensenada all along, where he had his house, the Lotus Garden…” 
 
    Arana was motionless, thinking about what I was telling him, assessing if it was of any use to him. Finally he shrugged. “You have the flash drives?” 
 
    I drew on my cigarette and inhaled deeply, then let the smoke out slowly through my teeth. “That all depends on what you mean by have. You see, Arana, I’ve been in this game a long time, and I’ve seen too many people, like Vanderbrook, who died because they had things at the wrong time and in the wrong place. I know where the drives are, and I know what will happen to them if something happens to me.” 
 
    I was saying that, and while I was saying it I was thinking about Rafa. But Rafa didn’t have the flash drives. Adrienne did. I had left them with Adrienne. I had said to myself that I should leave Adrienne with the flash drives, safe. I felt the room move and my pulse suddenly increase, wondering what the hell had made me do that. Rafa would know what to do if anything happened to me. He would know how to use the flash drives as insurance. Adrienne wouldn’t. I felt suddenly like I was in midair, falling, with nothing under my feet but emptiness.  
 
    Maybe I didn’t show it on my face, because Arana nodded and said, “I understand. How much you want for them?” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, now, this is where it gets interesting. You see, Kaposvari has offered to double whatever you offer me, which kind of makes it hard for you.” 
 
    He turned his head and stared hard at the corner of his desk, as though that particular corner had offended him in some way. Then he turned slowly and glaredat the other corner in the same way, as if they were a pair of very offensive corners indeed, and they were making his rage mount up. Then he stood and walked around the room, with his huge feet and short legs, staring at the walls as he went. Finally he stopped, with his face real close to the wall, and said to me, “Whatever Kaposvari gives you, double, with a hundred thousand on top.” 
 
    I felt a small pellet of excitement in my gut. How far would they go? I said, “Five million in a numbered account in Belize. Sterling.” 
 
    Without moving he said, “Done.” 
 
    I stared at the tip of my cigarette. After a moment I asked him, “What wouldn’t you pay, Arana? What price would be too high? How far are you prepared to go to get this report?” I stood and turned to look at him. He was still staring at the wall. He didn’t answer. I said, “It’s a report. Just a report. It gives you the evidence to maybe win a trial at the ICJ. “ 
 
    Suddenly he was laughing, laughing at the wall, a harsh, humorless sound. He turned, like a grotesque mechanical toy, by degrees, emitting his laugh like machine-gun fire, until he was looking at me, laughing in my face. 
 
    “Evidence? Evidence? To win a trial?” Then he was laughing again. “You think that’s what this is about? You stupid fuck! The trial is…” He hunched his shoulders, waving his huge hands around, contempt smeared all over his ugly face. “The trial is political PR. It is nothin’! A circus for the poor stupids who is gonna die. To keep them entertain. To stop them thinkin’.” Now he was shaking his head, staring at me hard through his huge lenses. “This report is more than evidence, much more than evidence.” He stepped up close, pressing his face up into mine. “Is information! Precise information!” 
 
    I shook my head. “But you have the information… Information about what?” 
 
    “No! Precise information!” He was practically screaming. “You know what information is? You know, because you play the odds. You are a gambler. You know that information is power! If you got the information, you get the payoff at the end. If you got information you can set up the game so that you—you—get the payoff!” 
 
    I knew he was right, that was the way it was, but I wasn’t seeing it. Maybe my mind was still sluggish, maybe I was still confused, maybe I just didn’t want to see what he was trying to tell me, but I had that same feeling again, of being in space, with nothing under my feet but emptiness. I just stared at him and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He walked away, went and sat behind his desk again, leaving me standing, watching him. 
 
    “Can you imagine, how would be the history if the Incas had known that Colon was comin’, and exactly where and when? If they knew, before he came, what exactly Cortez was planning to do to them, exactly where and when he was goin’ to land, and how many ships he had, how many men, horses, weapons? If they had knew exactly, if they had time to prepare…?”  
 
    I was feeling cold. I had a prickling on the back of my neck. “That’s a lot of ifs.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That is not the point.” He sat forward, thrusting his face across the desk. “Can you imagine how history would be, if Hitler knew the real strength of Britain’s defenses before he marched on Russia? If the German nuclear science had gone to Japan instead of the USA?” 
 
    “More ifs.” 
 
    “Information!” He stabbed his finger at me over his desk. “Precise information is heavy in the balance of power.” 
 
    “I get the point, Arana, but the information on those flash drives…” 
 
    He was shaking his head, sneering. “You stupid. Like all the other fockin’ stupid sheep, you stupid. The world is gonna change. Soon, the world is gonna change in a big way. You gonna see big cities disappear. You gonna see whole countries disappear. You gonna see the whole economy of the world—the whole Western industrial economy—collapse. You gonna see nine billion people die! Maybe in a hundred years, maybe fifty, maybe tomorrow—but is gonna happen! You understand that? When that happen, who is gonna come out on top? Huh? Who’s gonna be the big boy when that happen?” 
 
    Arana leaned back in his chair, watching me. “The guy who has the knowledge to prepare. We can do a lot of things. We can make nuclear energy stations. We can make protected, isolated computer and communication networks. We can locate secure places where to put new cities…” 
 
    What I should have seen from the time Olaf told me what the report was. What Olaf himself should have seen, only he was too naïve, too idealistic. He thought if he gave the report to da Silva it would be aired at the UN, would alert the world. All it had done was put the report on the market, weaponized the information.   
 
    I said, “But the Lotus Report does not give you that information…” 
 
    His sneer was complacent. “You have no fockin’ idea what the Lotus Report contain.” 
 
    “And knowing how you plan to use it, you expect me to give you the report?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. You gonna give me the report, for one reason. I am offerin’ you not five, twenty millions in sterling in a bank in Belize, for you and your puta.” He smiled. “And a position of power and privilege in Nuevo Cuzco, the next economic empire in the world. When the West collapses, Latin America is gonna be the new empire—not China, Latin America. Because we got the Lotus, and you will be an imperial hero for us. I can guarantee that for you. You will be the man who give us the Lotus, the information to save our people.” He shrugged. “Kaposvari? What will he give you? I tell you what he will give you—what he gave Olaf.” 
 
    I felt the hair on the back of my head crawl. When I spoke my voice was thick in my throat. “Why do you keep talking about climate change? Why do you keep shifting the subject away from Lotus? Why can’t you just do what Olaf wanted you to do and expose this at the ICJ and the UN? You have the power to do it. You could save millions of lives…” 
 
    It was lame. I knew it was lame, and if I hadn’t, the expression on his face would have told me. He watched me a long while, reading my face.  
 
    Finally he said, “You out of your depth. This is too big for you. This is survival. Is us or them. Get me the flash drives, take your money and run. Run a lot. Run very far. There is a place for you at Nuevo Cuzco if you wan’ it.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    He rang a bell and Nuevo Armani came to show me out. As we went through the giant sitting room I was thinking hard, and I didn’t register the change in the light. I didn’t register it until I had traveled down in the elevator and stepped out into the street. 
 
    The rain had stopped, but it was dark, middle of the night dark, and real hot. I looked up and the sky was black from horizon to horizon, and so low you could almost touch it. The top of the One Shell Square was engulfed in a thick, inky cloud. The air was thick, hot and damp, suffocating like a sauna. All around there were people out in the street, just staring up at the clouds and wiping the sweat from their faces and necks. Windows were lit up against the darkness, and there was a heavy, still silence.  
 
    I knew what the time was, but I couldn’t help looking at my watch. It was two thirty PM. By the time I’d climbed into the Griffith the sweat was running down my back and I had to remove my jacket. The slam of the door sounded loud in the silence, and the growl of the engine made people turn and stare. 
 
     I drove fast toward Central City. There was practically no traffic. Everywhere people were emerging from buildings, standing on street corners, staring at the sky. Light from doors and windows spilled onto the street.  
 
    I accelerated fast up Andrew Higgins toward Lee Circle. I was getting a real bad feeling. I switched on the radio. A voice was saying, “…formed in a matter of less than an hour over the Bahamas and appears to be moving west and north. The National Weather Service has issued a statement saying they don’t actually know what this phenomenon is. It was apparently caused by exceptionally high temperatures out over the Atlantic…” 
 
    I changed the channel and got much the same: “…is recommending that everybody stay at home. For those of us who remember Katrina, that might not sound like great advice. The National Guard are on alert and they are saying, if you are out, stay put. Find somewhere dry and safe, preferably on high ground, or at least on an upper floor. The state governor has stressed that at this point there is no cause for panic, and there are emergency measures in place should…”  
 
    I turned off Howard and onto Dryades, driving fast. The streets were empty but for the occasional police car. I changed the channel, looking for news.  
 
    “…I spoke on the phone to the Secretary of State for the Environment a few minutes ago:”  
 
    “…Well, Chris, nobody really knows yet what has caused it, but it is just a very large area of exceptionally low pressure, and it seems to have brought in an exceptional amount of cloud off the Atlantic. The low cloud and high humidity, as I understand it, is having a greenhouse effect, and is driving up temperatures. But at this stage there is absolutely no cause for panic…” 
 
    I switched off and did sixty down Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard. The heat was becoming oppressive. The sweat was running down my back and the air felt too moist to breathe. The brakes screamed as I skidded to a halt outside Larry’s. He was there with a bunch of locals on the porch, with the lights burning in the door and the windows behind him. They looked at me as I jumped out of the car. He said, “What is it? What’s happening?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Smiles, the local toothless wino, laughed. “Fuck you, man! I’s the End of Days, ’s’what it is.” 
 
    I ran up the stairs to my apartment three at a time. The door was open. I pushed in, calling, “Adrienne! Adrienne!” but she wasn’t there.  
 
    I went to where she had been working. Her laptop was there, the blank screen staring at me like an empty eye. The flash drives were gone.  
 
    I snatched my cell phone from my pocket and dialed her number. It rang twice and she answered, but she didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Adrienne…” 
 
    “I’m sorry...” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Please don’t be angry.” 
 
    “I’m not angry, honey. Where are you?” 
 
    “I have to give the flash drives to the professor.” 
 
    “Professor Banks? Adrienne, baby, don’t do that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do with them. He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “Adrienne, they’ll kill you. As soon as you hand them over…” 
 
    She was laughing. “Don’t be silly! The professor saved my life!” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Are you going to try to stop me?” 
 
    Her voice was bizarre, humorous, like she was gently scolding me. I said, “No, honey. You know I agree with you. We have to hand them over. I know that. But we have to do it right. Just tell me where you are.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to stop me.” 
 
    I was headed down the stairs, running. “I give you my word, baby. We’re in this together, right? You and me. Just tell me where you are. I’m going to come and help you. Where are you?” 
 
    “I don’t think I should tell you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, breathed deeply. Don’t pressure her. I forced a smile into my voice. 
 
    “You know? I was just coming home. I was going to say to you, let’s phone Banks and just hand these damn things over. Did you do that? Did you phone?” 
 
    I was out of the front door, on the sidewalk. Larry and his pals were still staring up at the sky, talking and smoking. Someone had brought a speaker and they were listening to music. A couple of them were drinking beer. Adrienne spoke in my ear, “Yes, I phoned.” 
 
    “Did you phone Professor Banks?” 
 
    My mind was racing. Who the hell was Professor Banks? ICE? 
 
    “Yes. I had to phone him.” 
 
    “So he was he expecting your call?” 
 
    “Of course, he told me to call you…” 
 
    I was climbing into the Griffith. “I bet he was pleased to hear from you, wasn’t he, babe?” 
 
    I could hear she was smiling. “Yes, he was pleased. He was very happy.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He asked me how I was. If I was feeling better.” 
 
    “That’s nice, that he remembered and cared.” I pressed the starter button. The engine roared. “What did he say? Did he suggest you should meet?” 
 
    “He said why not meet at the parking lot on Marconi Drive, by the football field, where it’s quiet…” 
 
    She had some idea that she had made a mistake. But I told her not to worry, everything was going to be all right. I dropped the phone, hit the gas pedal and made the tires scream down the expressway.  
 
    I realized now that it made no odds who got the drives. Both Kaposvari and Arana planned to do pretty much the same thing, and two got you twenty Banks’ plans would be no different. The Lotus was a tool for power, and power was exercised one way: by subjugating people. So if I handed over the report, it couldn’t be like this. I would not only lose ten million bucks, but I would probably lose Adrienne too. Once was enough. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, what they had done to her, but I was pretty sure ten million bucks could put it right. 
 
    The world had become a black cave, and the massive clouds were the roof. The expressway was empty of cars and my headlamps drove feeble beams along the blacktop, where the dull orange lamps stood like spindly, alien sentinels. 
 
    I came off at Metairie Road and covered the half mile to the park in less than thirty seconds. I drifted, screeching and burning rubber, into Marconi Drive, and forced myself to slow right down as I approached the parking lot. I killed the engine and the lights and climbed out of the car, sprinted the remaining distance in the cover of the trees and hunkered down behind a row of cars. 
 
    The parking lot was roughly oblong, about two hundred yards by fifty across, and all around it was empty, dark parkland, except for the football field at the back. From my position behind the cars I had a pretty good view of the lot and I could see Adrienne, about halfway down, standing in a pool of dull amber light cast by a single lamp that towered above her. 
 
    Then I saw a glow of headlights enter the lot at the far end. There were two sets. They snaked in, turned left, then straightened up again and came to a halt maybe thirty yards away. The rear car killed its lights, but the first one left them on, two beams expanding, making Adrienne into an eerie silhouette. Then I heard the engines die. 
 
    I moved down the row of cars and slipped between two trucks, closing in on Adrienne. I was almost level with her now, maybe six cars distant. I crept forward, staying just behind her. I heard a car door slam and the crunch of feet on asphalt. The steps stopped and I heard a man’s voice. It was harsh and vaguely familiar: South African.  
 
    “Adrienne. It is nice to see you again. You are looking well.” 
 
    I peered over the trunk of the car in front of me. The man was standing in silhouette in the glow from the headlamps, so I couldn’t make out his face. He cast a long black shadow toward Adrienne’s feet. She had her back to me, motionless. I heard her say, “Thanks to you, Professor.” 
 
    He spoke without moving. “The truth is you owe me a lot. That’s true, isn’t it, Adrienne?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be alive now if it weren’t for me, would you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re a good girl. Now, did you bring me the flash drives?” 
 
    “I have them here.” 
 
    He extended his hand. Light fell on his palm and his fingers, but the rest of him was still in darkness. “Bring them to me.” 
 
    I slid back along the row and crouch-ran to bring myself closer to the professor. I still couldn’t see his face, but I could see Adrienne walking toward him. I called out to her from the shadows, “Adrienne! Don’t do it! He’ll kill you as soon as you hand them over!” 
 
    She stopped, looking for me in the darkness. I saw the guy’s head snap round. He was looking for me too. Then there was the sound of car doors slamming and the scurrying of feet. I called out again, “Adrienne! Don’t give him the drives!” 
 
    She faltered. I saw him reach into the back of his waistband. To my left I saw five men running at me. I sprinted out from between the cars, making for the professor. He was cocking an automatic. He leveled it at me. I shouted, “Adrienne! Run! Run!”  
 
    He did what I knew he would do. He figured he had me covered with the four guys I had on my tail. If Adrienne ran, she took the flash drives with her. He swung round and leveled the gun at her head. It gave me the two seconds I needed to cover the distance between us. I leapt into a scissor kick and smashed my instep into his wrist. I heard him scream, half in pain and half in frustration. There was a loud report and with the recoil the shot went high into the air. It was a hell of a gamble, but it was all I had, and it paid off. 
 
    He staggered back, clutching at his wrist and trying to raise his weapon, but I was too close. I stepped forward with my left foot and kicked hard in the crotch. He dropped to his knees, wheezing in pain. The gun fell from his hand.  
 
    There were voices behind me: “Drop! Hit the ground!”  
 
    They couldn’t get a clean shot for fear of hitting Banks. I took his nose between my forefinger and middle finger and twisted hard. I heard a crunch and he screamed. I pulled him to his feet. He was clinging to my wrist now. I spun him round and scooped the automatic off the ground. I put it to his head and shouted, “Back off! Back off!” 
 
    They stopped dead, but they didn’t back off. The lights of the lead car were behind them, so I couldn’t make out much detail, but they were big. Tall and big. I started backing toward Adrienne. She was motionless, watching me. I shouted again, “Back off!” They didn’t move, so I whispered in the guy’s ear, “Tell them to back off, or I swear I’ll blow your head off.” 
 
    He turned his head toward me. His nose was swollen and bleeding profusely, but I recognized him. He sneered. “And then what will you do?” I looked him in the eye, and snarled, “This.” 
 
    I leveled the automatic at the big guy in the middle of the group of five and put a slug through the middle of his forehead. It was a 9mm and the back of his head exploded in a shower of red and black mist. Now the others pulled back, but I’d started, so I guessed I’d finish. I took the one furthest back, nearest the car, with another shot to the head. They scattered then. One went round the hood, and two made for the trunk, one in front of the other. So I went for them first. The shot went clean through the near one’s neck and buried itself in his pal’s chest. They fell in a tangled heap together. 
 
    The fifth guy was round the other side of the car now. He made the mistake of trying to get in. If he’d just run he might have gotten away. Instead he paused to open the door, and I blew the top of his head clean off. 
 
    Then I spun the professor round and pushed him to the ground. He fell sprawling on his back. I dropped my knee on his chest and put the automatic to his face. I heard Adrienne say, “No, please don’t.” 
 
    I stared into his face. He looked back at me, right into my eyes. He wasn’t afraid. He smiled a swollen, bloody smile and his voice was nasal. “What’s the matter? You can’t do it, can you? What is it? Do you recognize me?” 
 
    Adrienne said, “Please don’t do it.” 
 
    He placed his index finger on the barrel and pushed it away from his face. Then he laughed. “You know me but you don’t know why. Is that it? Maybe you saw me in a dream? Was that it?” 
 
    My hand was shaking and I was beginning to sweat. He put the palm of his hand on my knee and pushed my leg off his chest. Then he was climbing to his feet. I stood, facing him. He wasn’t laughing anymore.  
 
    He said, “You belong to me, Philip.” He paused, narrowed his eyes. “Do you remember that? I gave you your identity back. Your memory was badly damaged. And what are we, Philip, without our memories? I gave you yours back, but you were ungrateful.” 
 
    “Philip…?” 
 
    “So I took it back again. You belong to me! And so does she!” He held out his right hand to Adrienne, without taking his eyes off me. “Give me the drives now.”  
 
    She moved toward him, reaching in her pocket. She pulled out the two drives and held them out to him.  
 
    For a moment the three of us seemed to be paralyzed, frozen in time. I studied his face. He was sneering at her. I felt a rush of loathing and rage and my hand seemed to move of its own volition. I smashed the barrel of the gun into his head. His eyes bulged, then squeezed shut, and he sank to the ground as if he’d been shot. 
 
    Adrienne was on me like a wildcat, screaming and clawing at my face. I dropped the gun and grabbed her wrists. She was kicking at me, thrashing and crying. The flash drives fell to the ground. I shouted at her, “Adrienne! Adrienne! Stop it!”  
 
    But she was crazed, frenzied and sobbing. “I have to give them to him! I have to give them to him!” 
 
    I twisted her wrist savagely. She spun and I palmed her elbow from behind. She screamed with rage. I pushed hard and she went down, sprawling face-first on the ground. I bent her hand back and held it with my thumb, then reached for the flash drives and put them in my pocket. When I was done I twisted her arm behind her back and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “I’m going to take you to the car. Stop struggling!” 
 
     I frog-marched her back up the hill toward where I’d left the TVR, and the further we got from the unconscious body, the calmer she got, until by the time I shoved her in the passenger seat she was limp and listless. I thought about using her laces to tie her wrists and ankles, but decided she’d be OK. I swung the Griffith around and went back out the way I’d come. 
 
    I took her to Rafa’s Diner. There were no customers there that evening. He was stretched out on a chair at one of his tables outside, with a beer in his hand, looking up at the lowering black sky. As we approached he raised his drink and said, “You wanna beer?” 
 
    “Maybe later, Rafa. Right now I need your help, pal.” 
 
    He jerked his head toward the bar and I bundled Adrienne inside. He got up, came in and closed the door, flipping the “open” sign to read “closed.” I took Adrienne to the back and dropped her in a chair. Straight away she buried her face in her hands and started sobbing. I sat on a table, looking at her. I took my Camels from my pocket and lit up. I said, “What’s the story, Adrienne?” She muttered something into her hands. I didn’t hear her and said, again, “What’s the story?” 
 
    She said louder, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? You cheated me. You stole my drives…”  
 
    She looked up. There was a flash of anger in her eyes. “They are not your flash drives. You stole them.”  
 
    I frowned. “He tried to strangle me with a piano wire. I figured I was entitled to what was in his pockets. Particularly as the original owner had an ice pick in his neck.” I paused. She looked away.  I added, “Olaf intended me to have them. Now he’s dead, murdered by your friends.” 
 
    Her bottom lip curled in and she squeezed her eyes tight. Suddenly she was pulling at her hair, letting out a long, high-pitched scream. I glanced at Rafa. He shrugged.  
 
    I said, “You want to get some brandy?”  
 
    He nodded and went to the bar. I went over to Adrienne. She raised her face and it was wet with tears. She didn’t look like someone who was lying, but it’s hard to tell with women. She sobbed, “I don’t know what’s happening to me. There are voices in my head. It’s driving me crazy. They make me do things, and feel things that aren’t me. For God’s sake, Philip, help me.” 
 
    Philip. 
 
    She stood, took hold of my collar and fell against me. I put my arms around her, held her tight. Rafa came back with a bottle of Spanish coñac and three glasses. He put them on the table, sat and started to pour.  
 
    I stroked Adrienne’s hair until she was calm and then sat her down and gave her a glass. She sipped, coughed, but it seemed to help her.  
 
    I said, “I recognized that guy. The one at the car park.” 
 
    She frowned. “Professor Banks?” 
 
    I nodded, “Yeah. I don’t know where I’ve seen him before, bu. I know him. While you were at the clinic something happened to me. I can’t explain it. I have a kind of amnesia, but it’s like during the time I can’t remember, I remembered who I am. He was there. He helped me remember.” She was staring up at me. I said, “You just called me Philip. Why?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I wasn’t aware…” 
 
    I sipped the coñac. “Is it his voice in your head?” 
 
    “I don’t know. No. It’s not any one voice. Sometimes it isn’t even really a voice.” She frowned. “It’s like a feeling that makes me to do something, but then it is like a voice…” She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s hard to explain.” The tears were spilling down her face again. “It’s driving me insane. I want it to stop.” 
 
    “What do the voices tell you to do?” 
 
    She shook her head and shrugged. “Just to take the flash drives to Professor Banks.” She looked me straight in the eye and said, “They are his, after all!” 
 
    “Are they? How’s that, Adrienne?”  
 
    She stared hard at me for a long while, then her face crumbled and she started crying again. I sighed and said, “Listen, Adrienne, I want to give those flash drives to Kaposvari, or Banks, or even Arana as much as anyone. But you saw what happened back there. You hand those drives over just anyhow and you are dead meat. We’ll hand them over, I promise, but we’ll do it my way.” 
 
    She looked up, and she looked grateful. “Thank you.” 
 
    Rafa was watching her, frowning, then he looked at me. “What is this, man? What have they done to her? They usin’ a mind control or somethin’?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s some kind of brainwashing. They got inside her head somehow. Can I use your computer?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure, man. It’s in there, in back.” 
 
    I pushed through his bead curtain and saw an old desktop on a table on the left. I could hear Rafa talking to Adrienne in his low growl, reassuring her that everything was going to be OK. He had a way of saying it that made you believe him. I got the Google page and typed in “Professor Banks.” Then I sat staring at the results for a while, with a hot pellet in my belly.  
 
    I pushed through the curtain and leaned on the doorjamb. 
 
    “When were you planning on telling me he was a professor at your university, Adrienne?” She didn’t answer. “Is there anything else you are not telling me?” She shook her head. “Is that who you’d been out with the night you were hit by the car?”  
 
    She nodded. “He was there. It was his invitation. He said he’d been wanting to meet me.” 
 
    I poured myself another coñac and drained it. I was getting mad and my stomach was on fire. I hadn’t known Adrienne for long, but we’d become real close real quick. Now this bastard had had her a week, got inside her head and turned her into somebody I didn’t even know.  
 
    I said, “I’m going to take the flash drives to your computer lab. I’m going to break the code and find out exactly what they say. I need to know.” 
 
    She was sitting up straight, staring at me. She said, “You can’t do it on your own. You need me.” 
 
    Rafa said, “Don’t do that. Is not smart.” 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “Why, for Chrissakes?” 
 
    I looked at him. “Because knowledge is power, Rafa. I learned that today.” 
 
    Adrienne said again, “You can’t do it on your own. Let me help you.” 
 
    I ignored her and went on, “And when I’m done, I’m going to find Banks and I’m going to make him tell me how to fix you, how to get him out of your head, if I have to tear his fingers off one by one.” 
 
    She was standing up, holding her hands out in front of her. “No, don’t do that. Don’t. Just give him the drives. Please, just give him the drives and everything will be OK!” 
 
    I snarled, “Enough! Just tell me the name of the program. It can’t be that hard.” 
 
    She was shaking. She said, “Philip, please…” 
 
    I snapped, “Tell me!” 
 
    She sank back into her chair. “Promise me then you’ll give them to him. And we’ll go away somewhere…” 
 
    “I promise.” But I didn’t tell her which part. She spoke in a small voice, “LexCrypt. My entry code is Adrienne090990. Just open the files with that program. Select decrypt from the drop-down menu. It will do the rest.” 
 
    I turned to Rafa. “Can you take care of her?” 
 
    He frowned. “Help me…?”  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    We took her upstairs to the guest room. Rafa locked the windows while I tied her hands and feet. I tried to make it tight enough to hold her, but not so much that it hurt. She just watched passively. When I’d finished I said to Rafa, “Keep the door locked, OK?” 
 
    “Don’ worry.” He sighed heavily. “I look after her. She be OK.” 
 
    We left and locked the door.  
 
    Then I ran the short distance to Larry’s and sprinted up the stairs to my apartment. There I found my Sig Sauer P226 in my bedside table. I checked the magazine, stuffed another in my back pocket and slipped the Sig in my waistband, behind my back and under my shirt. 
 
    On the way to the university, blue and purple sheet lightning started to illuminate the clouds from within, making them seem translucent. And then the sky tore open and exploded. Between bursts of static, the radio was still telling people not to panic, that the clouds would disperse in the next few hours. It was just freak weather.  
 
    I hit the Elysian Fields Avenue and covered the four miles of perfectly straight, empty road to the Louisiana University campus in just over two minutes. I braked hard as I approached the intersection and drifted, billowing smoke from the rear tires, into Leon C Simon Drive, then screeched into the university complex and skidded to a halt outside the Computer Sciences building. I climbed out of the car and ran up the steps to the entrance.  
 
    The place was deserted, except that leaning against the doorframe, with his thumbs in his belt, was a guy in a security guard’s uniform. He looked like the kind of guy who reads gun magazines and has wet dreams about being in some elite special ops corps. He probably had all the makings of a psychotic mercenary, except he was too lazy, too fat and too stupid. He was staring up at the sky, like everybody else in New Orleans, but as I approached he looked down at me with a who-the-hell-are-you? face. He must have been six three or four and when I got level with him, I had to look up at his face. He was chewing gum in a soft mouth and he didn’t say anything. So I said, “I need the computer labs.” 
 
    He let his eyes look me over, then said, “Yeah? And who are you?” 
 
    I smiled. “I don’t remember. And that’s a pain in the ass, because it means that this…,” I pulled the Sig from my waistband, “is unregistered and I have to buy all my weapons on the black market. Now, would you be kind enough to show me to a computer lab, please?” 
 
    His face had gone the color of bread dough. He held up two big, pale hands and said, “OK, now don’t do nothin’ stupid. All right? Let’s just…”  
 
    “Let’s just go to a computer lab, and I won’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    We rode up in the elevator in silence. His eyes were wide and motionless, fixed sidelong on me. We reached the fifth floor, stepped out and moved down a passage. The place was empty. We came to a set of double doors, he punched in a code and stood back for me to go through. I smiled at him. “Cute. After you, Longshanks.”  
 
    He swallowed and stepped in ahead of me. I saw his mouth flop open and I knew he was going to start talking again, so I put him to sleep with a short jab to the back of his head. I took off his tie and his bootlaces and tied his wrists behind his back. Then I tied his ankles, and then, just for the sake of completeness, I tied the whole lot together with his tie. 
 
    I chose a terminal that wasn’t too close to the door and slipped in one of the flash drives. There was only one file on it. I selected “open with” and clicked on LexCrypt. I immediately got a message on the screen that said, “Cannot process.” 
 
    I slipped in the second drive. This one had files 1 and 2. It couldn’t process file 1, so I clicked on file 2, selected LexCrypt, hit enter and let it go to work.  
 
    It wasn’t a complicated process, but it was a slow one. All the program did was to throw millions of possible combinations at the magnetic fields that made up the letters and the words. It analyzed them and cross-referenced them, and if they panned out into recognizable patterns, it accepted them and started to put them together as sentences. After about fifteen minutes the computer bleeped and let me know it was finished. It was about two hundred pages of text and equations. I opened up the first page and read: 
 
      
 
    THE LOTUS REPORT 
 
    APPENDIX 5 
 
    The purpose of this Appendix is twofold. Its primary aim is to explain Consciousness Interface, and, along with the accompanying material, provide a practical means of application. Its secondary aim is, given that a) there is, as Professor Eden made clear in his 1973 Report, no feasible way to avoid catastrophic global heating and environmental collapse without precipitating catastrophic economic collapse, and b) that since the turn of the millennium positive feedback in the Earth systems has made retreat from global heating in any case impossible, to postulate practicable strategies to enable the ICE and its partners to make, 1) the requisite preparations and 2) to draw up plans for a sustainable, post-catastrophic society…  
 
      
 
    I felt my skin turn cold, and a strange crawling up the back of my neck. 
 
      
 
    …using computer modeling and chaos equations developed by Professors Gibbons and Suzuki, it has been possible to predict the collapse of the Greenland ice sheet to within less than five years, assuming that the input of CO2 and methane gases into the atmosphere can be kept at current levels.  
 
      
 
    I sat back in my chair and stared at the blackness outside. I could hear the secretary of state’s complacent voice in my head, saying that there was no cause for panic. That this was freak weather. But they knew. They knew what this was, and they had known it was coming since the early 1970s. And as Arana had said, whoever knew the date would be able to prepare, and swing the balance of power in their own favor.  
 
    Or keep it in their favor, load it even more in their favor. They knew they couldn’t reverse global warming without damaging their own interests, so they set out in the ’70s to get as accurate a date as they could, and then they set about finding a way to turn it to their advantage. And that way was the Lotus. No wonder they were prepared to pay ten million bucks for it, and kill for it. 
 
    There was too much to read, and I didn’t have the time to read it, but I scrolled to the chapter headed, What Is the Lotus? I read the first paragraph, but it didn’t make any sense, not then, anyway. It said, 
 
      
 
    The Lotus is in fact two distinct frequencies which have become confused. At its simplest it is the number 5, and this is what Pythagoras referred to as the Cipher of Life. However, as defined by Sir Robert Eden in his seminal talk to the ICE in 1973, “…It represents a primal equilibrium between chaos and order, nature and Man. In the Lotus physics and mysticism find a perfect synergy.” 
 
    The Lotus, as a number, represents a rate of resonance of 2.3 in 0.001618033989 (GS). Extensive experimentation at the laboratories at the Centro de Investigación del Loto showed that molecular development would alter when bombarded with microwaves at this frequency, and structures which would normally become particles morphed into living cells. 
 
    This peculiarity was not—and indeed is not—fully understood, largely because the very process by which this occurs in nature is not known! However, further experimentation led to the successful development of living cells with synthetic skins, something which had been attempted in the past, using soap bubbles, with only limited success. 
 
    The Lotus Program was a direct result of this success. It is a cellular-software package which represents the culmination of the research which followed on from the experimentation with the microwave frequencies of 2.3 in the (GM), and allows a very wide variety of applications for this microwave frequency, and is designed for use with the existing MAP 1 and MAP 2 hardware. 
 
      
 
    I paused and read it again. It made as little sense the second time as it did the first. They had bombarded molecules with some kind of microwave and made the molecules morph into living cells. And then they had developed software of some sort, to use those microwaves. I sighed and read on. 
 
      
 
    The Lotus is indeed the number of Life, and has an astonishingly wide range of applications. In further psycho-linguistic, visual and NLP tests at the ICE, sustained use of the Lotus frequency had a profound subliminal effect on subjects, and 100 percent were found to become measurably more prosocial. When supplemented with use of MAP 2, violent and psychotic subjects were found to become prosocial to the extent of being submissive to any type of organized authority. 
 
    Perhaps because of this profound, subliminal effect, the numerical values of the frequency can be used, as a range of equations applied to proportion and measurement in such disciplines as graphic art, music and literature, and in particular in architecture, both structural and social. When applied in these areas it is possible to create environments which are deeply soothing and conducive to ordered, prosocial behavior. 
 
    Perhaps the most important application of the number is in its potential as a model for social structure.  
 
    The Lotus, in the corrupted form of the decimal system, may be seen as the arithmetical foundation upon which the Roman Empire was constructed. It was used, albeit in a bastardized and ill-understood form, to design, develop and sustain all the various successive reincarnations of that empire to date. However, because the cipher itself and its applications have not until now been well understood, the social systems which have been built upon it have not been satisfactory, and have collapsed. 
 
      
 
    It went on like that. It was hard to imagine Olaf being involved in this kind of crazy garbage, but I figured people tended to believe what they wanted to believe, and if they had persuaded him that his research was going to be used for the good of society, maybe he would have wanted to believe that. Either way, in the end, he did see it for what it was, and he tried to set it right. 
 
    I was suddenly overcome with the need to know exactly what the Lotus was, and why they kept connecting it with some vague notion of climate change. Above all, I wanted to know how they planned to deliver it to millions of people simultaneously. These computers lacked the capability to run the software. I figured only the ICE had computers with that capability, but even as I was thinking it I was realizing that wasn’t so. There was, there had to be, another computer with that capability. And I knew where. 
 
    But there was something else I had to do first. 
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
    I stood up and kicked aside the chair. I walked over to where the guard was lying on the floor, tied up. He was coming round. I untied his ankles and pulled him to his feet. I said, “Banks. What room?” 
 
    He stared at me, with his mouth open. I guess this kind of thing didn’t happen in his wet dreams. Finally he said, “5C.”  
 
    “Take me there. Now.” 
 
    He led me down the stairs to the fourth floor. I followed him down a couple of corridors and we stopped outside a door. He said, “This is it.”  
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    I pulled my Sig from my belt. The elite special ops security guard backed away, holding his bound hands in front of his face. I blew the lock out of the door and said, “What’s your name?” He looked from the door to me and then back again, as if he couldn’t square it with my question. Finally he said, “Jim.” I put the revolver away and asked him, “Where do you live, Jim?” He stared at me, as though his worst nightmares were coming true in my face. “It’s OK. I’m not going to come and visit you. Where do you live?” 
 
    “Lasalle, Central City...” 
 
    I went into Banks’ office. It was empty. There were no books, no papers, nothing. I pulled open the drawers in his desk. Even the paperclips had gone. I tore open the filing cabinets. There was nothing. I turned to Jim. “Where is everything?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “He came this morning. Early. Took everything away in boxes. He left.” 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    My head was racing, leaping, making connections I couldn’t follow. I said, “He has a clinic, right?” Jim nodded. “Yes…”  
 
    “He go there?”  
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “What’s the clinic called?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I shouted, “Come on! College gossip! People talk! What’s it called?” 
 
    “The… the…I don’t know! It’s a foreign name!” 
 
    My mind was leaping ahead, and suddenly I knew without his having to say it. I said, “Centro de Investigación del Loto? Is that it?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “Where is it? What’s the address?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I swear I don’t know. Mexico. Maybe New Mexico.” 
 
    I scowled at him, and I think in that moment I was ready to kill him. He must have seen that in my face because he backed away a step and said, “Maybe I can find out, from the registry.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    I followed him down the hall and up a flight of steps. The registry office was at the end of a second corridor. He unlocked a filing cabinet, leafed through some files and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was there. Professor P. Banks, Centro de Investigación del Loto, Old Observatory Road, Highway 244, New Mexico. 
 
    I looked at it and said, “Go home, Jim. Get your family, your friends, move. Go north, to high ground. You understand me? Do it today.” 
 
    His soft mouth was hanging open, and his eyes were big and round under his black brows. He nodded because he thought his life depended on agreeing with me. I untied his wrists and he walked away, sideways and stumbling backwards. When he was out of the office, I heard his feet running down the corridor and then clattering down the stairs. The elite special ops man was gone. 
 
      
 
    The lightning, blue, orange and violet, was scorching the clouds. The thunder when it came was so loud it sounded as if it was tearing down buildings. The heat had increased to a point where I felt I would pass out. I climbed into the Griffith and screamed through the empty streets, heading west again. On the I-10, as I passed Lafayette, I saw a unit of Army trucks moving east. I wondered what the hell they were doing, but not for long. 
 
    I drove through the night and I didn’t drop below a hundred twenty miles per hour. Everywhere, as far as the eye could see, it seemed the whole of the South was covered in the lowering blanket of black cloud, pressing down and raising the heat like a sauna.  
 
    I reached El Paso at 6:00 AM, but the sky looked exactly as it had at midnight. There was nobody on the streets, nobody on the roads, except for the desultory sheriff’s truck, or the occasional convey or military vehicles. 
 
    The lightning continued to light up the sky and the horizon, casting the mountains and the saguaro cacti into weird, jagged silhouettes. It was like a landscape from Hell. Here I dropped to seventy miles per hour, scouring the sides of the roads for the turnoff for Cloudcroft. 
 
    I found it just north of Alamogordo, only seven miles from Olaf’s house. I didn’t turn off—that would come later. I kept going, accelerating, toward Olaf’s shack. 
 
    When I got there the house, and the desert all about me, was pitch black. I didn’t bother clambering over the rocks this time. I kicked in the door to the shack and blew the lock on the connecting door to the house. I didn’t switch on the lights. I was pretty sure even Kaposvari couldn’t keep tabs on me in this weather, but I had learnt the hard way not to underestimate the ICE. I took out my cell, switched on the flashlight and played it around the room. I found the staircase and followed the stairs up to the top floor and then to his study. 
 
    As I sat in front of his PC, I knew it wasn’t going to work. Olaf was not that stupid, and this computer was not that good. I slipped in the drive and it told me what I expected it to tell me. It couldn’t process the program. I extracted the drive and sat staring at the jagged flashes of light through the window, and listening to the thunder shake the foundations of the earth. 
 
    Much of their research had been in the Centro de Investigación del Loto, eight miles down the road, but I was damned sure that Olaf had the equipment here to work on his project at home. He was just that kind of guy.  
 
    I took a Camel from my pocket and poked it in my mouth, but I didn’t light it. I stood and walked back down the stairs, following the beam of my flashlight as it danced in the black corners. I stepped into the kitchen and played the beam around the walls, not sure exactly what I was looking for, but knowing I would recognize it when I saw it. 
 
    I had been in this kitchen a few times, having coffee in the morning and eating here at night. It was big enough that he could use it as a dining room. He used to joke that it was handy to be that near the wine cellar. And the beam of my torch came to rest on the cellar door. It was a simple latch. It wasn’t locked. My first reaction was that if it wasn’t locked there was no point looking there, but I knew Olaf was smart enough to use misdirection. 
 
    I pushed the door open and stepped onto the first of the limestone steps. I closed the door behind me and switched on the light. It was a single bare bulb hanging from a low ceiling. 
 
    I climbed down the stairs and stood in the middle of the floor looking around. There was no high-tech equipment here, but I hadn’t really expected there to be. There was a wine rack on one wall and a long, low table with a couple of chairs, where he would sit and taste his wines.  
 
    I took a moment to orient myself and turned to face north. I was facing the wall with the wine rack on it. I stepped over to it and knew what I was going to find. Next to the rack, on the left, was a plastic box fitted to the wall, about five inches by three. It looked as if it might be a fuse box, but when I opened it there was a small keypad for a security door. All I needed now was the code.  
 
    Vanderbrook was the kind of guy who would be predictable, because you knew he’d be showing off his intelligence and his erudition. Olaf was exactly the opposite. If Olaf wanted to fox you, he would. 
 
    I pulled up a chair and sat staring at the keypad. After a while I stood, opened a bottle and poured myself a glass. Then I sat drinking and smoking, and staring at the keypad again. 
 
    After a while I tried various combinations of Lotus, but I knew that would be too obvious for Olaf, and I was right. Then I tried the GS he’d talked about, but got the same result. I tried his birthday, my birthday, I even tried the king of Norway’s birthday. It wasn’t anybody’s birthday, and I knew it wouldn’t be. There was always a risk that it might be a completely random number only he knew, but that wasn’t like Olaf. With Olaf it would be something meaningful. 
 
    I had another glass of wine and tried to put myself in Olaf’s mind. Olaf was not a guy with a wild sense of humor, but he did enjoy irony. So there might be an ironic joke in the code. That got me thinking about how numbers could be ironic, and I thought that if you gave letters numeric values—A=1, B=2 and so on—then maybe you could make a joke. I wasn’t thinking of anything like, Why did the physicist cross the road? I was thinking of a book he had told me about once, where some guy spent days trying to crack a password on a computer, and it turned out to be something like, What’s the damned password? I took out a pad and pen and made a graph, with numbers one to nine along the top and the alphabet ranged out below. “The bloody password” gave me the number 28523664771115694. Just out of curiosity I added the digits together, and kept adding the results till I had reduced them to a single digit, and it gave me 5. The Lotus cipher. That was Olaf all over. I punched in the code and half of the wine rack swung gently back. 
 
    I stepped into a room which was about twenty foot square. The walls were paneled with wood and the ceiling was made of wooden rafters supported by a single oak column. Against one of the walls there was a large bookcase holding a couple of hundred files; against the other was a large table with a computer on it. I dropped the drives on the table and switched on the computer.  
 
    While it was booting up I went and looked in a couple of the files. They seemed to contain a mixture of photocopied ancient texts which to my eyes looked Greek and Latin, though there were some in languages I had never seen before which might have been Sanskrit, or something similar. Other files had what looked like original ancient documents which had been laminated in clear plastic. They made no sense to me, and I returned to the computer. The screen displayed a large picture of the Indian god Indra, the god of weather and war, standing with one foot on the globe of the Earth. That was Olaf all over too. 
 
    I inserted the first drive. There was a quiet humming and the screen went black. Millions of specks of light appeared, and I realized that they represented stars. Amid them the Earth spun into view spinning slowly. A panel appeared on the right-hand side of the screen. At the top there was a dialogue box which asked what part of the globe I wanted to focus on. I typed in “North Atlantic.” 
 
    The globe spun gently and the screen closed in on the area including Greenland, Canada, the UK and Scandinavia. Then the dialogue box asked what function I wanted to run. I looked at the options. There was one that said “Catastrophic Event,” and that had a number of sub-options including “Collapse of Greenland ice sheet.” I selected that option and felt sick as I did so. Next it asked me for a starting date. I punched in 01/01/2019 and clicked OK. 
 
    The globe tilted forward slightly to show the north polar ice cap. It appeared as a kind of peninsula reaching out about halfway across the Arctic Ocean toward Russia and Alaska. Colors ranging from white and pale blue to red flickered, indicating fluctuating temperatures. On the left of the screen there was a date counter. The days started to run pretty fast, making a steady clicking sound, followed by the months at a slower rate. I watched as winter turned to spring and then summer, and the sea-based ice receded until it was a hunk of ice no bigger than western Europe, a lip hanging off the northern coast of Greenland. October 2019 came and the ice started to grow back, but by January 2020 it had not reached the pole. Then we were running into spring again and it was receding back toward Greenland. By June there was no sea-based ice on the North Pole, only dark sludge, and the colors were starting to move toward yellow, flickering at the edges of Greenland with temperatures of ten to fifteen degrees Celsius. 
 
    The timer reached August and the temperatures around the landmass were soaring. Then as August turned to September, the whole of Greenland turned pale orange, and Europe and North America turned deep orange. Greenland was up in the twenties, and Europe and North America were between thirty and forty degrees Celsius. There was no ice on Greenland. The scrolling numbers stopped, and a dialogue box appeared at the top of the screen. 
 
    “The land-based ice cap on Greenland will become unstable and collapse some time between September 2023 and September 2030.” 
 
    I sat and stared at the screen. This was the beginning. The black ceiling of cloud was the north Atlantic Ocean being sucked up into the burning skies. It was like a sauna sitting over the polar ice. It was now. It was happening. 
 
    This was what they had been waiting for. The ICE, Intelligent Cell Engineering. A dull ache in my head made me groan. A memory trying to be reborn into my consciousness. I stood, holding my head. How did that tie in? Why was that modeling program on Olaf’s flash drive? Olaf was not a climatologist. He was a neurologist and a psychologist. He specialized in consciousness. It didn’t make sense. 
 
    I took the drive out of the computer and held them both in my hands, staring at them. The date to within seven years. For an event of that magnitude, that was pretty precise. The precise information that Arana was so keen about, so they could have their exact timing… 
 
    And the Lotus, so they could build their perfect society. I dropped them both on the floor and crushed them into dust under my heel. Then I looked at the files and the computer. I went upstairs and found the firelighters he used for his log fireplace. There were half a dozen boxes of them. I carried them down to the cellar and piled them at the base of the oak column. It was a shame to destroy a house like that, but I figured if the model was right, pretty soon New Mexico was going to be uninhabitable anyway.  
 
    When the column was burning I climbed the stairs and, on my way out, I opened up the gas valves on the stove. We were all going down, but they were going down with the rest of us. 
 
    And I wasn’t down yet. I was raging inside and I knew what I had to do next. I gave the Griffith her head on that long, dark road south. Just before Alamogordo I turned east on Route 80 and started to climb into the hills. They were densely wooded, and under the heavy cloud the blackness was impenetrable and I was forced to drive slowly, peering into the small pools of light from my headlamps. 
 
    After about an hour I passed Cloudcroft, which was an eerie ghost town dimly illuminated by limpid amber windows. Beyond Cloudcroft I started to drive into thin wisps of fog threaded among the trees. I came to the intersection with Route 244 and turned left and north, and after a mile and a half I found what I was looking for. 
 
    It was designed not to attract attention, or be seen by anyone who wasn’t looking for it. It was a broad dirt track on the left with a small sign that read, Centro de Investigación del Loto. It pointed north, into the high sierra among the steep hills and dense pinewoods. I pulled in and started to follow the track. 
 
    As I drove, what I could make out of the dark landscape seemed familiar, and as I started to wind up past the narrow gorges and the tumbling stream, half-remembered images began to ache on the edge of my consciousness. I seemed to know where I was going. Finally I stopped the TVR by a set of big steel gates with a brass plaque set into one of the supporting columns that read, Centro de Investigación del Loto. This was the place. The gates stood wide open, so I drove in. 
 
    The clinic was a low, modern building, with wide, sheet-glass doors and windows, a gravel drive and landscaped lawns and gardens which would probably have been nice in sunlight, but in the darkness they just threw up inky silhouettes in the glow of the windows. I pulled up outside the main entrance. There was warm light spilling out through the glass walls and I could see people inside in white coats moving about. They seemed to be busy. Some of them appeared to be carrying boxes, hurrying. I climbed out of the Griffith, crossed the gravel drive and pushed through the doors, with a strange feeling of déjà vu. There was a woman behind the reception desk typing at a computer. If she hadn’t been so efficient, her typing would have been furious. She looked up at me and her face said she was startled. She said, with startled, furious efficiency, “What do you want?” 
 
    I said, “Where is Professor Banks?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, as though I was audacious to even mention his name. “He has only just arrived. If you’d like to take a seat I’ll call him for you. Whom shall I say…?” 
 
    “Tell him it’s an old friend. Tell him I’ve brought him the Lotus Report.” 
 
    She gave me a funny look and picked up the phone. I pulled out my pack of Camels, shook a cigarette out and lit up, blowing smoke at the ceiling. She finished talking into the receiver, hung up and, with furiously efficient politeness said, “I’m afraid you may not smoke in here!” 
 
    I leered at her. “Yeah? Why’s that, sister? Will it shorten all of our lives? Take a look outside.” 
 
    By the look on her face she was getting ready either to hit me with her umbrella, or, worse, give me a really stern look. Whatever it was I was saved by Professor Banks, who came into the reception area through a pair of swing doors on my right. He had a big bruise on his forehead and looked pretty rough, but he didn’t look surprised to see me. He said, “Do you have them?” 
 
    I had that strange feeling I’d had before, at the parking lot, that I knew him. When he spoke he had that slight South African accent that made all his As sound like Es. I said, “Yeah, I have them, you son of a bitch. Let’s go talk someplace quiet.” 
 
    He didn’t move for a moment, seemed to be thinking, then turned and pushed back through the swing doors. I followed him down a long corridor. There were people everywhere in white coats and in blue overalls. Some were carrying files, some boxes, and they jostled past us, like they were going someplace in a hurry. On either side there were large rooms with banks of computers. There were people at each console, and they all seemed to be working fast too. Everybody was in a hurry. 
 
    Banks pushed through a second door into an office. I went in and the door swung closed behind me. He rested his backside on an old oak desk and crossed his arms. “Well, make it fast, I’m on a deadline.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded, then stepped in close, drove my fist straight and hard into his floating ribs and stepped back again to enjoy the sight of him doubled over and retching before giving him a backhander with my closed fist. The look of shock and pain on his face as he went down on his knees told me he wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of violence.  
 
    But there was more in his look than that. Something in his eyes was telling me that I shouldn’t be doing this. I should be putty in his hands. Today must have been a whole education for him. That was good. It meant he’d break soon.  
 
    While he staggered to his feet, gasping for breath, I turned and locked the door. Then I ripped the phone and the modem cables from the wall. He looked up at me from his half-crouching position. I said, “Just you and me, now, Banks…” Then I grabbed a handful of the hair on the back of his head and smashed his nose with my knee. He screamed in his throat and collapsed at the knees again. 
 
    I let him keel over on the floor in the fetal position and dropped into an armchair. “Yeah, you’re on a deadline, Banks.” I leaned forward and showed him the modem cable. “I need information. You are going to give me that information or I will strangle you, slowly, with this wire.” 
 
    He was rocking back and forth on the floor, with his hands cupped over his nose. I gave him a minute. Then I took hold of the back of his collar and pulled him onto the two-seater sofa he had against one wall. The pain of a smashed nose takes a long time to wear off, but I guessed the idea of being strangled with a modem cable was focusing his mind. When he spoke he sounded like he had a bad cold. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Adrienne Gaynor was a patient here.” 
 
    I waited. He went still, watching me. I said, “You did something to her. How can I fix it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You messed with her head, Banks. You brainwashed her or something. Used NLP. I don’t know. But you are going to tell me, how do I fix that?” 
 
    Something like a smile was creeping over his face. “Brainwashed her? NLP?” He gave a small laugh. “How do you figure that? What do you mean, exactly, by brainwashing?” 
 
    I showed him the cable. “Don’t fuck around with me, Banks. I just drove a thousand miles in eleven hours to be here. I’m tired and I am in no mood. You hijacked her ambulance and brought her here. Then you brainwashed her, or hypnotized her, so that she would steal the flash drives and bring them to you…” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed, with blood streaming over his mouth, down his chin and neck. He stopped laughing, looked at me a moment with a big grin on his ugly face and then laughed again. “You are stupid. Do you think we would go to such lengths?” 
 
    I stood up, took one step. His grin changed to alarm, but it was too late. The cable was around his neck in a double loop. I pulled hard and he came off the sofa with his legs kicking and his face turning red. I sidestepped and tripped him up so that he fell on his face. Then I knelt on his back, wound the wire round my hands, and started pulling. I pulled hard and kept pulling till his face turned blue. His hands and feet jerked spasmodically. Then I let go, dragged him to his feet and threw him on the sofa again. He was wheezing so bad he couldn’t talk. But that was fine. All I wanted him to do right now was listen.  
 
    “Banks, maybe I didn’t explain myself. You have one chance of surviving today. And that is telling me how I can fix Adrienne Gaynor. I don’t know what you did to her, and frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. I want to know how to fix it. Give me any more bullshit, Banks, and I’ll just assume you can’t fix it, and I will enjoy strangling you, real slow.” 
 
    When he spoke, he sounded like Kermit the Frog with throat cancer. He shook his head. “You tried before, remember? You can’t kill me. You couldn’t do it.” 
 
    I stared at him a long time, as he struggled to get his breath back. Finally I said, “I don’t know what you do, Banks. You play with people’s heads. But you made a mistake with me. You got me real mad.”  
 
    I pulled the Sig from behind my back and stepped up close to him. I could see by his face that his faith in his own assertion was wearing thin. I trod on his crotch, making him cry out in pain, placed my knee on his chest and leaned hard. Then I took his right wrist and rammed it against the wall beside his head. I started easing out his fingers with my thumb. He was starting to panic and his eyes were wide. He didn’t know what I was planning to do, but he knew he didn’t want me to do it. I smiled at him. 
 
    “Let’s say, Banks, that you’re right. That you have some kind of voodoo shit power over my mind, the way you have over Adrienne.” His eyes were wild, staring, looking from me up at his hand and back again. I had his baby finger flat against the wall. “Let’s say that for some reason I can’t bring myself to kill you.” I rammed the muzzle against his finger, pinning it hard to the wall. His eyes went like saucers and he started shaking his head.  
 
    “No! No! Listen…” 
 
    I shook my head, looking him in the eye. He was right. There was something inside my head telling me not to do this. But I thought of Adrienne, going to pieces, screaming and crying, telling me there were voices in her head making her do things she didn’t want to do. That made me mad as hell, and I knew this son of a bitch had to be stopped. I said, “Sorry, Banks, I have to make you believe me. And even if I can’t kill you, I can do this.” 
 
    I squeezed. The room exploded and what was left of his finger rocketed up toward the ceiling, spraying blood all over the wall. He screamed, and while he was screaming I was forcing up his other finger. He kept saying, “No, no, no, no, no…” 
 
    When I had his next finger pressed down under the muzzle of the revolver, I looked him in the eye and said, “Now, can we talk business, Professor Banks?” 
 
    He’d gone very pale with the shock, and he was sweating profusely. He said, “OK, OK. I’ll tell you.” He licked his lips and then shook his head, “But you can’t fix her.” I curled my lip. He said quickly, “It’s an implant.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s an implant. It’s an early model Lotus, before we had Olaf’s research. A single cell biochip. We grow them routinely and write the programs into the protein with a photon laser. We’ve been doing it since the eighties. It’s routine now. It’s easier than…” He hesitated, then gave a weak smirk in spite of the pain he must have been in. “…than your NLP and brainwashing.” 
 
    “Then take it out.” 
 
    “Impossible. It grows into the brain, develops dendrites and makes synapses. The only way to cancel it is for her to follow the program. Do what it is telling her to do. If she doesn’t, it will eventually drive her insane and kill her. Once she has handed over the flash drives, the program will finish and the cell will die away.” 
 
    I stared at him, willing him to be lying, thinking of Olaf’s home burning in the black night, burning the flash drives, burning Adrienne’s only hope. But I knew he wasn’t. He gave a thin, sickly smile and said, “You have the flash drives with you?” 
 
    I let go of him and stood, my heart pounding and my head spinning. “Do I look stupid?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Right now? A little, yes. Your position is hopeless. You realize that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I don’t realize that. I realize that you’re bullshitting me and that I’m going to have to hang you from the light fixture to make you start cooperating.”  
 
    He gave a small laugh, pulled a handkerchief from his breast pocket and started dabbing at his nose and upper lip. His finger wasn’t bleeding. The heat from the bullet had cauterized the stump, but he was trembling with shock and he was pale. After a moment he asked me, “How much –” He stopped and studied me, then went on. “How much of the report have you seen?” 
 
    I grinned, but it was more like a death’s head. “Enough. How much have you seen?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen it. Nobody’s seen it, except Olaf, Vanderbrook and you. It is vital that we have it. You have to hand it over.” Suddenly he was leaning forward. His voice was fervent. “Is this it? Is this it, now? We have to know! The drives are of no value to you now. They are essential to us.” 
 
    “Who is us? Are you ICE? Or are you one of the others?” 
 
    He shook his head. “That is not important. It is probably irrelevant now.” 
 
    “Not important? Why not? Why isn’t it important? You want the information because it will allow you to manipulate the balance of power for the next thousand years. Arana wants it so he can put his people ahead. Kaposvari wants it for the ICE and the good old US of A. So who do you want it for? Who is us?” 
 
    The sly smile started creeping over his face again. After a moment he said, “How much do you remember, I wonder?” 
 
    I laughed. “What are you trying to do, Banks? The Lotus is a number, a resonance. Goddamn it! The reason you want those drives is because the damned cipher is on one of them. Now you’re trying to tell me it’s some kind of organization?” 
 
    He watched me a moment. “So, you know what the Lotus is…?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s the number of life. It’s a resonance that represents a perfect equilibrium between chaos and order, nature and man. It’s the marriage of physics and mysticism in a perfect synergy. It’s the next crazy idea we’re all going to kill each other over. It’s self-evident, right?” 
 
    The look of contempt on his face was self-evident. I’d obviously missed some cosmic truth in my summing up. He said, “Then you know that the survival of mankind depends on our having the Lotus and the date. Do you know the date?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I know the date.” 
 
    He gave a deep sigh and looked down at the floor. He must have been in deep shock and a lot of pain, but he was fighting hard to stay with it. He said, “What is it? What is the date? Is it now? Is it this?” 
 
    I said, “Fuck you, Banks.” 
 
    I had nothing left to do there. I had to get back to Adrienne. I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do when I got there. Something inside was telling me the implant could be beaten, but there was also an empty hollow in my gut saying I was just going to have to sit with her and hold her while she went crazy, and we waited together for the end.  
 
    It didn’t matter anymore anyway. It was too late. The question now was how we survived what was coming, and we each had our own way. For these crazy bastards it meant building a new dystopian nightmare based on a mystical microwave. For me it meant setting Adrienne free. We both needed the drives, but I had destroyed them. I stood up. 
 
    He said, “Listen to me. Let me show you. Let me show you what you are up against. Let me show you why this is so important.” He struggled to his feet. He was unsteady and his pupils were dilated, but he was still focused. “Come with me.”  
 
    He knew I would, and I knew I had to. I unlocked the door and he led me back down the corridor to the reception. When the receptionist saw the state he was in she rose and came round the desk toward us, saying, “Professor! Are you all right?” 
 
    I stopped her dead in her tracks with a snarl and said, “He’s fine. We were just playing truth or dare.” 
 
    I followed him through another set of swing doors on the left. The feeling of déjà vu I’d had earlier was coming back in powerful flashes. He led me down some broad steps, through some swing doors and along several corridors. There were less people around now, but those left were still hurrying. Now they were hauling filing cabinets, desks and chairs. I said, “What’s happening?” 
 
    He glanced at me. “It’s a precaution. We’re moving north, above the 50th parallel, and away from the coasts. We are moving this operation to Canada.” He glanced at me and there was resentment in his eyes, like I was being unreasonable. “If we had Olaf’s report we could make precise plans, we could work to a timeframe. As it is we are muddling through.” 
 
    He stopped by a reinforced steel door. There was a panel beside it with a screen. He placed his hand on the screen, punched in a code and then let a thin beam of blue light scan his eye. The doors opened with a hiss and we went in. The doors hissed closed behind me.  
 
    Banks began to walk slowly, waiting for me to fall in step beside him. He glanced at my face. He looked very pale and had a fine film of sweat over his upper lip. He said, “About sixty years ago, the governments of the Western World realized that they’d got themselves into an impossible situation. The economy they had created depended for its survival on the industry that was destroying the environment in which they lived.” He gave a laugh which you could describe as mirthless. “It is the classic dynamic of the parasite! Now, what could they do? What do governments always do when they have an insoluble problem? They commission a report, right? But this report was to be different from anything else that had ever been written. Because the scientist who headed the report was charged with the task of showing how we could save the world. How we could secure the long-term survival of humanity.” 
 
    I said, “I know, but the report was in 1980, forty years ago.” 
 
    He glanced at me. “That was when the official report was published. The work was first commissioned in the early ’60s…” 
 
    I was nodding. “Yeah, I know all this, the decimal system, the Roman Empire, tell me something I don’t know, Banks.” 
 
    “Please, don’t interrupt me. When it became clear that we were once again facing an inevitable collapse of human society on Earth, our group proposed that, rather than force famine, disease and poverty upon mankind, we should let the industrial and technological revolution run its course.” He smiled and shook his head, like this had been a stroke of genius. “We should all maximize our profits and benefits, our wealth, and make ready for the change when it came.” He shrugged. “There was nothing new in this. It was one of the proposals being canvassed at the time. But we went further. We said that out of the ashes of the scorched earth, we should build a New Eden. We should seize the opportunity, vanquish our enemies forever, and create a perfect society. For this we needed two things…” 
 
    I nodded and interrupted him, “A more or less precise date for the Catastrophic Event, and the Lotus.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “But you didn’t have the math or the technology for either, until Olaf came along.” 
 
    He nodded. “Olaf and Vanderbrook. The modeling was mostly his work.” 
 
    He pushed through yet another set of swing doors. Now we were in a long corridor with rooms on either side, and other corridors leading off it halfway down and at the end. I stared. My brain was struggling. He smiled one of his thin, humorless smiles and said, “What? Familiar?” Then he gestured with his hand and said, “In our search for the technology to give the Lotus a practical application, we made huge strides in our science, particularly in nanotechnology, if you’ll forgive the pun. We can do wonderful things now. This is where we have the labs and some of the wards.”  
 
    We had stopped outside a door. The number on it was 23. He pressed a button on a panel beside a screen, then carried on talking. “Harmony is balanced conflict. There are two orders in the universe. The order of Life and the order of Death. The order of Creation and the order of Destruction. Integration or Disintegration. And the great secret is knowing what order you belong to, who you are.”  
 
    I should have been prepared. And when it happened, I should have reacted. But the shock of seeing Harry the Teeth standing there, grinning at me, left me paralyzed. I just stood and stared, and when he hit me it was like being hit by a ton of bricks. My lights went out and I dropped. 
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    When I woke up I was tied to a chair again, and I had a feeling in my head as though somebody had left a woodcutting axe embedded in my skull. When the pain had subsided enough for me to open my eyes, I looked around to see where I was. I was in a small office, with a steel desk, an old 20th-century telephone, a wooden chair and a green steel filing cabinet. There was no light on, but I could see that the far wall was made of some kind of plasterboard, and the top half was all frosted glass windows. What light there was came through these, and from the door, which was half open. 
 
    Against the frosted windows I could see three silhouettes, like animated stencils moving over the glass, and I could just make out their voices. One of them sounded like Banks, but I could barely make out the others. Banks was saying, “He says he’s seen the report. He says he knows the date. The bastard will talk.” 
 
    The second voice was quieter, and I could only just hear it: “You’re still wondering about the date? Have you looked outside?” 
 
    Banks was practically spitting. “You are not a scientist! You can’t make those assumptions! The success of the whole project rests on getting the date right. One stupid assumption and the whole thing could fall apart!” 
 
    “Bullshit! Read the writing, Banks. It’s on the wall. Forget the report, what we need now is the Lotus software.”  
 
    One of the silhouettes warped and moved, grew bigger as it approached. Then the voice was louder and I recognized it, and I suddenly knew where I had seen Banks before. Kaposvari said, “How long will it take?”  
 
    A second silhouette warped and grew. It was Banks. The third silhouette seemed to shrink and recede. Banks said, “It’s hard to say. He seems to be resisting it.” 
 
    Kaposvari sneered, “You said he’d be pliable. You said there’d be no problem.” 
 
    The door pushed fully open and Kaposvari came in. Banks was just behind him. He said, “Maybe we should torture him.” 
 
    “How long would that take?” 
 
    Banks shrugged. “That’s not my field. You are the expert.” 
 
    I said, “I knew I recognized you. You were at the Blues Club, talking to this son of a bitch and a couple of hookers.” 
 
    He looked at me without expression, then said, “Is that all?” Then he gave a faint smile. “Yes, I have a vested interest in the Blues Club. You could say that Frank and I are partners.” 
 
    Kaposvari said to me, “You’ve seen the report, right?” 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything clever to say, so I said, “Fuck you, Kaposvari.” He gave me an open backhander with his left hand and then another with his right. It hurt, and I could taste the blood in my mouth. I was getting used to that taste. He said, “I’m in a hurry. I’ll take your fingers off with a pair of pliers, one at a time. That was your suggestion, remember? But I can do better. Then I’ll move on to your eyes, but before we get there you’re going to talk. You may as well talk now.” 
 
    “And when I do, then what? You going to pay for my cab home?” 
 
    Kaposvari leaned close, a hand on either side of my head. His breath stank of onions. “No, then we kill you. But like I said, I’m in a hurry, so we’ll kill you quick instead of slow. What you need to be worrying about, is what happens if you don’t talk. Believe me.”  
 
    I did. I believed him. I knew I was going to die either way, so my best chance was to play for time and hope for a miracle. I said, “You’re not thinking, Colonel. You’re going to kill me either way, so how will you know if I’ve told you the truth? What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Kaposvari stood and looked at Banks. “This is stupid.” He turned back to me and then back to Banks again. He was getting mad. He gestured violently in the general direction of the outside world and screamed at Banks. “Take a look outside, for Chrissakes! You think this isn’t it? Huh? You really think this isn’t it?” 
 
    Banks curled his lip. “You fucking American blockhead. You would risk the whole project on one stupid assumption. This could clear tomorrow, or it could stay like this for years. We need that information.” 
 
    Kaposvari walked to the door and leaned on the wall. There was silence. Suddenly he kicked the wall and turned savagely on Banks. “I told you we should do it my way! You had to play fucking god with your fucking experiments!” He turned then and came at me, pointing his finger like a gun. “I’m going to peel your fucking skin off and roll you in salt, you son of a…”  
 
    I cut across him, “April 2025.” There was total silence. I looked at them in turn and smiled. “Oh, no, sorry. That was May 2026, or was it 27? Hmmm… I don’t seem to remember. Oh, golly.” 
 
    His voice was a hiss. “I swear to God…” 
 
    “You’re boring me, Kaposvari.” 
 
    Banks said, “We’re wasting time.” 
 
    Kaposvari scowled at Banks. “Well? You’re the fucking egghead. What do we do?” 
 
    I smiled at Banks and said, “Yeah, Banks, what do we do now? And while you’re thinking, tell me something. What the hell happened to Harry? How come you saved him? I was sure as hell I’d…” 
 
    There was a ringing. Banks reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He put it to his ear and started to smile. He left the room and I watched his stencil move back and forth across the frosted windows. Kaposvari watched him too. Eventually the door opened, he came back into the office and stood smiling at me.  
 
    “You went to the university.”  
 
    I didn’t answer. There was no point. He stared at me a long time. Then he said, “You used LexCrypt. She told you about that. You must have come straight here from the university. So where are the drives?” 
 
    I thought fast and thought I saw a way. It was a long shot, a gamble, but it might just pay. I said, “Must I? I guess I must. No, wait. I remember—I burned them.” 
 
    Banks winced. “You burned them? Why?” 
 
    “I was mad.” 
 
    Banks did a strange thing then. He turned to Kaposvari and said, “You see what I mean?” 
 
    Kaposvari looked at Banks with something very like contempt. “You mean do I see that he’s a crazy son of a bitch? Yeah. I see that. And that you blew it with your fucking experiments? Yeah. I see that, too!” 
 
    Banks shook his head. “No. I mean the willingness to go all the way. To go the extra ten percent to damage his opponent. To find a weakness, any weakness, and attack it. He is so destructive.” He looked back at me. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    I’d been thinking while they were talking and suddenly I knew what I had to do. I said, “I made copies.” 
 
    Kaposvari looked at Banks. “Is that possible?” Banks nodded. “Yeah, it fits. The girl said she thought there were copies.” 
 
    I said, “Is that her? On the phone?” Banks smiled and nodded again. “Yes, it is.” He turned to Kaposvari, smug. “One way or another it had to work, and we’ve learned a lot.”  
 
    The colonel said, “Where are the copies? Does the girl know?” 
 
    I said quickly, “She doesn’t know a goddamned thing…” But Banks cut across me, looking at Kaposvari with a strange light in his eye. “She thinks she knows. You go. You have nothing to do here now. Go to the girl, see if she can get the copies. She’ll give them to you. It’s in the program. I’ll deal with him.”  
 
    Kaposvari looked at me. “Are you going to use him?” 
 
    Banks nodded. “Oh, yes. We’ll try him out. See if I’m right. But I’m going to have some fun first.” He held up the stump of his finger and showed it to Kaposvari. “I have some revenge to exact.” 
 
    Kaposvari looked at me and moved his face into something that wasn’t exactly a smile. He spoke to Banks, but he was looking at me. “You want Harry in here?” 
 
    Banks nodded. “Yes, I’m going to need Harry.” 
 
     Colonel Kaposvari left. I watched his silhouette move across the glass for the first time. I heard him say, “Banks needs you inside.” And then his shadow flattened out and vanished. It was replaced by another, huger shadow that loomed over the glass and then came through the door in the shape of Harry the Teeth. He gave me the kind of look a starving man gives the rat that just ate his dinner.  
 
    Banks burst out laughing. He said to me, “You remember you asked me if you looked stupid? Well, let me tell you, right now you look really stupid! You do. You look really stupid.” 
 
    Harry moved in close and stood in front of me, looking down at me with a big, stupid grin on his face. Banks said, “You know, don’t you, why they call Harry Harry the Teeth?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, on account of his remarkable oral hygiene.” 
 
    He chuckled like he was my favorite uncle and asked me, “You like music? You like singing?” I didn’t answer. He said, “I have a baritone. I like the old musicals, Gilbert and Sullivan, The Mikado…” He laughed out loud. “What do you sing? Bass, baritone, tenor…?”  
 
    I could see where this was going and I was thinking fast, but I wasn’t getting anywhere. Banks had stopped talking and was just sitting on the edge of the desk, his arms folded, smiling at me. “Do you think you could sing soprano, or alto? Maybe Harry could help you? What do you say, Harry? Could you help Philip to sing soprano or alto…?” 
 
    Philip. 
 
    Harry started to laugh. Banks said, “All in good time. We’ll certainly finish the evening with a good sing-along. But first there’s a little matter that I want to clear up. Are you sweet on the Mex girl? I mean,” he gave a small laugh, “that is what this is all about, isn’t it? You sad little man.” He turned to Harry and said, “Soften our sad little hero up, Harry, but don’t kill him. And don’t bite anything off just yet. I want to show him something and I want him to be compos mentis.” 
 
    And Harry went to work. For a man who’d died about two weeks earlier with an ice pick in the back of his head, he was in pretty good shape. He worked my face and head first, with an open hand, so he wouldn’t do too much damage. He left my head swimming and my ears ringing, and blood streaming from my mouth. But before I could pass out, or he did brain damage, he moved to my upper body, and then my lower body, winding me just enough to make me feel really sick. Then a few blows to my belly to round off the job. By the time he’d finished, I wasn’t dead, but I was wishing I was. 
 
    Finally Banks said to Harry, “Untie him now.” And while Harry was untying me he sat on the edge of the desk and said to me, “You came all this way, to beat me and torture me, just for your little Mex girl. To get me out of her head. How noble! How heroic!” Then he threw back his head and laughed. “Come, come with me. I am going to enjoy this!” 
 
    I tried to stand, but somebody forgot to tell my legs about it, and as I leaned forward they folded under me and I slumped to the floor. There was something slimy and sticky under my face, and as I pushed myself up I realized it was my blood. I could feel Banks’ eyes on me, and I knew he was smiling, and that was probably what gave me the strength to pull myself up to my feet. That, and the desk I leaned on. 
 
    Banks was just inches away from me, with a cute smile on his lips. He was thinking that all his Christmases had come at once. He spoke to Harry, but he was looking me in the eye. “Harry, you’ll have to support our sad little hero. He hasn’t the strength to walk on his own.” 
 
    Harry had that big stupid grin on his face again. He stepped up and put his shoulder under my armpit to support me. I turned to look at him and our faces were real close. I said, “You sure were lucky, Harry. I could have stuck that ice pick just about anywhere and found your heart, lungs, liver… I had to go and stick it in the one place that was empty.” 
 
    He frowned. Maybe he was having trouble with the vocabulary. Banks led the way out of the office. I hobbled along, leaning on Harry. Feeling was slowly seeping back into my muscles. Mostly the feeling was a throbbing pain. We went down a short corridor. There were still people in white coats walking fast and carrying cardboard boxes full of papers and computer hardware, but there were even less than before. The place had the feeling that it was emptying.  
 
    We went down three steps to a set of double doors. Banks pushed them open and we went into a large, brightly lit room. It was cold. There were two tables that looked like ceramic beds standing in the middle of the room, seven or eight feet apart. There were metal trolleys nearby with what looked like operating instruments on them. I thought at first it was an operating theater, but then I saw the rows of square doors in the walls: the rows of refrigerated drawers. I looked at Banks. “A morgue?” 
 
    “Every clinic needs one.” 
 
    Harry held me up. Banks walked slowly across the room, toward the autopsy tables. His footsteps echoed like a clock that is running down. He turned, with his arms folded across his chest, and leaned his backside against the nearest table. “You are not going to die today. You are going to become a part of our great work. You will be partly a slave, yet so much more than a slave. You will become an integral and lasting part of the New Eden. So I want you to realize the magnitude of what you have stumbled on. I want you to see how small and meaningless your efforts, your losses, your pain and your life are in the scheme, our scheme, of things.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill me?” 
 
    He smiled, but apart from that he showed no sign of having heard me. He stood and started walking again, looking at the floor as he spoke. “That little girl? the Mex…” 
 
    “Her name is Adrienne.” 
 
    He stopped. “Is it? Are you sure? I don’t think so. That little Mex girl isn’t Adrienne, is she?” 
 
    I shook my head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    His shoulders were shaking and his face was all creased. He was laughing with his arms still folded across his chest, and it made him look all bunched up. “That’s not Adrienne. That’s…,” he looked up at the ceiling, waved his hand in a circular motion, as if waving the right word out of his mouth, “…that’s a thing that we have made. It isn’t Adrienne.”  
 
    He looked at me with an affected dramatic pause. The strip lighting was reflected on his glasses so you couldn’t see his eyes, and it made him look more manic than he did already. “You want to see Adrienne? Would you like to? Would you like to see the real Adrienne?” He waved his hand at Harry. The stump of his baby finger looked like a giant raspberry. “Bring him!” 
 
    Harry bundled me, staggering, across the room after Banks. Banks took three long strides toward one wall, seized the handle of one of the refrigerated drawers and heaved. The drawer rolled out. The rumble of it echoed in the tiled room, and then died away. Adrienne was lying in the drawer, cold, a pale shade of frosted blue. Her eyes were closed. Her lips were purple. Some absurd part of my mind was worried that she was in such a cold place. She was my pal and I shouldn’t let her lie there, in the cold. I reached out with my fingers and touched her face. I did it slowly, because I knew I would never touch her again. 
 
    Banks said, “That thing back at your place, that thing that has been trying to get the drives to us, that is a clone. A manufactured being.” 
 
    I turned to stare at him. I was having trouble thinking. There was too much hot rage and hatred in my belly and in my head. I said, “You’re lying. You couldn’t do that in so little time. You had her for a week.” But I knew I was clutching at straws. I knew that this pale, fragile corpse before me was Adrienne. I knew Adrienne, and I knew the thing I had left in New Orleans was not Adrienne. I should have known from the moment I saw it. 
 
    Banks barked something like a single laugh. “Please! We’ve been engineering with genes for over fifty years! You think we’ve been held back by Congress’s anal posturing? We’re an executive department, for crying out loud! We’ve been using and developing growth hormones for at least thirty years. Do you know how fast cells can divide and reproduce when stimulated? This is routine stuff! Routine!” He thrust his face close up to mine, with his eyes dancing like crazed things. “And when we get the Lotus, when we get the Lotus, what we can create will know no limits!” 
 
    I turned and looked at Harry the Teeth. Banks grinned. “Oh yes, Harry is definitely GM!”  
 
    He laughed, and his laughter went very high pitched, with real amusement. He was getting a big kick out of this. As his screams died away he shook his head in a kind of private wonder. 
 
    “No, Harry is GM, but he’s not a clone. Not in the way you would understand the word, anyway. You damaged his brain and he was clinically dead for a few hours. We brought him here and simply repaired the damaged tissue from material we had in storage from before...” 
 
    “Why…?”  
 
    It wasn’t a brilliant question, but my brain was straining and it was all I could think to say. He chuckled into his folded arms again.  
 
    “There is so much you don’t understand. So much you can’t understand. And unfortunately I haven’t the time to explain it. Time to suffer!”  
 
    His face twisted with a horrible, frenzied rage and he thrust his stump into my face. “Now it’s payback time, you little shit!” He turned to Harry. “Do what you do best, Harry!” 
 
    I looked up at Harry the Teeth. His big, ugly head was grinning just a few inches from mine. It was stupid, but I had to do something, so I took a swing at him. If he’d been a fly, I know for sure I would have hurt him. 
 
    He didn’t even bother to move his head. He just grabbed my wrist and, still grinning, sank his teeth into it. I didn’t scream because I was too busy biting my own teeth, but I made a horrible, strangled noise in my throat. When I heard the bone start to crunch I had a reflex in my right leg and my knee rammed into his crotch. I guess they hadn’t genetically engineered that bit of him, because his eyes opened wide and so did his mouth. I pulled my wrist out of it and took a couple of steps back. The smart thing would have been to do a lot more kicking, but I was in too much pain, everywhere.  
 
    Banks was still leaning on the autopsy table with his arms crossed. He was looking annoyed. He said, “Come on, Harry, chew the bastard.” 
 
    Harry bellowed and charged me like a bull. He must have weighed two hundred and fifty pounds if he weighed an ounce. He caught me full-on and sent me crashing backwards. I hit something hard and metallic that went spinning from under me, and then I hit the ground with Harry on top of me. All the wind was knocked out of my lungs and I could hear my throat rasping as I fought for breath. Something inside my head was telling me to give up. To give in. They didn’t want to kill me, just punish me. Ride it. Go with it.  
 
    Harry was up on his knees, sitting astride me. He was grinning like a maniac. My lungs were aching and I had an empty pit in my belly. I had barely enough strength in my arms to lift my hands. He pulled back a fist and smacked me in the face. It was hard enough to hurt, but not enough to put my lights out, or kill me, and I knew then I was in trouble. He was saving me up for something. He hit me again, and I raised my hands to ward off the blow. That was when he took hold of my right wrist and unfolded my fingers. I knew what was coming next. An eye for an eye.  
 
    He had a horrible leer on his face as he took hold of my finger. He held it stretched out, and the strength in his hands was terrifying. He opened his mouth and I saw all his huge teeth in sharp relief. 
 
    Then something snapped in my mind. I realized that I was beat. I knew there was no way I could ever match my strength against Harry’s, or the crazy organization that was behind him. And with that realization came a flash, like a photograph. I saw myself falling backwards with Harry plowing into me. Something metallic was in the small of my back, crashing down to the floor behind me. A trolley. A trolley by an autopsy table.  
 
    Harry opened his mouth wide. Harry’s eyes went crazy. I reached out with my left hand along the floor, palming the tiles. Harry leaned forward. My finger was in his mouth. My belly was on fire with fear. I felt the hard edge of cold steel under the fingers of my left hand. I grabbed, pulled my hand across my chest and in one swift movement I swept the scalpel, backhand, across his belly. He went very still.  
 
    I didn’t make the same mistake twice. I followed up before it was too late and, forehand, I slipped the scalpel across his face, from ear to ear. His mouth dropped open, but it wasn’t in surprise. I had taken the precaution of cutting his jaw muscles in half.  
 
    He made a strange gurgling noise, grabbed at his jaw with both hands and made to stand. As his weight lifted I scrambled backwards onto my feet to get out from under him. Then his belly bulged open and his guts spilled out in a big, bloody, slippery mess. He screamed as much as a man can with no jaw. I felt kind of sorry for him then, so I stepped behind him and slashed the scalpel through the back of his neck, severing the spinal nerve. That put him out of his misery, and he slumped forward into his own intestines. 
 
    I didn’t have the strength to do what I did, but I was fueled by rage and hatred, and they are powerful drives. I turned and saw Banks running for the double doors. I was never too hot at throwing knives, but I knew I’d never get to him before he reached the exit. I was too beat. Maybe the rage focused my mind. Maybe it was just dumb luck. Whatever it was, I hurled the scalpel and it stuck in his backside. He screamed like a woman in a room full of rats and his leg started to dance like a bad imitation of Elvis. He was staggering now, trailing a stream of blood.  
 
    I went and closed Adrienne’s drawer. It was as close as I could get to a decent funeral. I opened another, lower down, at about the height of my knees. It was empty. Then I walked across the room to Banks. He was nearly at the door. I took the scalpel out of his ass, grabbed him by the collar and held the blade to his throat. I said, “Come with me, Banks.” And dragged him back toward the open drawer. 
 
    He wanted to struggle but he couldn’t, because if he moved too much the scalpel would cut his throat. When we got to the drawer I pushed him backwards, he stumbled and fell into it. He held up his hands to me, palms out, and started crying. 
 
    “No! Please, no! Anything, anything you want, I can arrange it! Please, not this!” 
 
    For a moment it had seemed poetic. He had stolen the warmth and the light out of my life. Let him die in the dark and the cold. But looking into his eyes, I realized that if I did that, he would have won. He would have made me as sick as him. I looked over at the mess that had been Harry the Teeth. I saw the black lump under his jacket, in his waistband. I thought, at least killing him had been self-defense. Both times. I said to Banks, “Anything I want?” 
 
    His face became eager. “Of course! Anything! I can arrange it. Didn’t I tell you you’d be part of the project? You can become one of us! God knows you have proved yourself worthy!”  
 
    He gave a small laugh and gestured around the room, as though it was self-evident. If cutting a man’s intestines out wasn’t proving yourself, what the hell was?  
 
    “I can get you into the ICE,” he continued. “You’ll have a place!” 
 
    I took a step back. Something about him was making me sick. He clambered out of the drawer, staggering, reaching out for me, explaining it to himself as he went: “I mean, you have the vital piece, you have the information we need. You have the Lotus itself! Why shouldn’t you be in the Circle? A man like you! Your ruthlessness! Your commitment to survival! You are exactly what we are about! You’d be a positive asset. A leader!” 
 
    I kept moving slowly backwards, toward Harry. “I thought I was going to be a slave…” 
 
    His eyes were going wild, left to right, looking for a way out. “That! Put it down to anger. Revenge! You should understand that, if anyone does!” He laughed. “After all, you have hurt us! But your synaptic patterns. That is you! That is what you can offer…” 
 
    I stepped back again. “Offer who? Offer what?” 
 
    “Us! The Circle! Come with me. I’ll explain to Kaposvari, and Grumman. He’ll understand. He’ll agree with me! He likes you, you know! He told me!” 
 
    We were level with Harry now. It was so simple it was stupid. And if Banks hadn’t been so desperate, he might have seen it coming. I gestured toward Harry and said, “OK. I’ll come, but I don’t trust Kaposvari. I want my gun back. It’s in Harry’s waistband.” 
 
    He nodded. I threw the scalpel on the autopsy table next to me. I stepped over to Harry and bent down. I heard the shuffle of Banks’ feet. I knew he’d be slow, so I took my time. I pulled out the Sig, cocked it, stood and turned. 
 
    He had the scalpel in his hand, like I’d known he would, like I’d intended him to. His eyes were wild. His teeth were clenched and his neck was swollen with the tension in his tendons. He must have been in pain in his backside. He screamed. It was a horrible, animal sound, and he lunged forward. He was less than six feet away. I held out the pistol with a straight arm. His eyes bulged. I pulled the trigger and his head exploded in a shower of brains and gore. His body lifted off its feet and slumped backwards over the autopsy table. It rolled a few feet and came to rest.  
 
    I turned then toward Harry, took careful aim and blew off his head. These were two corpses they wouldn’t be fixing with routine operations. 
 
    I stuck my head out into the corridor. There was no one about. All the men in white coats and blue overalls had gone. I was suddenly very tired. I wasn’t really sure where I was going, and I couldn’t remember how I had got there, to the morgue. I saw a sink in the corner, and went and stuck my head under the tap for a couple of minutes. Then I left the morgue. 
 
    I followed a passage and I must have turned right where I should have turned left, and for a moment I had the absurd image of Bugs Bunny saying, “I knew I shoulda toined left at Albuquerque!” I wound up in a loading bay of some sort. There were big steel roller-blinds that had been raised, and through them I could see a kind of airfield where an unmarked Chinook was taking off amid a roar of rotors and a gale of downdraft, while a second was being loaded up from a couple of motorized trailers.  
 
    I sat on the edge of the bay and watched as the last parcels and bags were swung into the rear hatch, and the last white-coated, blue-overalled workers clambered aboard, and then I watched as the rotors began their steady rhythmic spin, slow at first, with huge thuds of air, but then picking up momentum fast until the great lumbering form rose from the ground, dipped its nose as it swung north and then thundered away below the heavy black clouds.  
 
    Kaposvari was not on either of those choppers. They were heading north, but he was going back to New Orleans, to the thing I had thought was Adrienne. I pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket and poked one in my mouth. How long would it take him?  
 
    I flipped the lid and thumbed the flint, leaned into the flame. It was nine hundred miles as the crow flies, but with the low cloud ceiling, having to fly at low altitude, with the fog, it was going to take them five or six hours in a chopper. I had made it by road in a little less than sixteen. I took a drag and inhaled deep, letting the smoke out slow. 
 
    Once there he would have to contact her and then get to her from wherever they landed the Chinooks. I had six, maybe seven hours maximum. How do you cover nine hundred miles in six hours? I knew I couldn’t. I knew I wouldn’t. 
 
    I got to my feet and went back inside. I was aching and numb and I had an empty pit in my belly which might have been starvation, or it might have been quiet panic. I wandered through the clinic, aimlessly at first, wondering what the hell to do, thinking that David had had it easy against Goliath. What kind of stone do you need to bring down an organization like… 
 
    My head rocked. The corridor tilted and my skin went cold.  
 
    Philip. 
 
    I leaned against the wall. An organization like what? Like the ICE? No, like the Circle. My heart was pounding. The Circle. And I was Philip…Philip. And I had to break the Circle. That was what I did. I killed people. I was a killer!  
 
    Philip. 
 
    And then the question came. The question I had ignored and never asked them. Why did Kaposvari know my name? Close the question, focus it: how did Kaposvari know my name? What set of circumstances led to Colonel Kaposvari knowing who I was? 
 
    I began to walk again. Staggering as my mind reeled. And with every step, each corridor, each door and room became more powerfully familiar. I began to move with more purpose, with more determination, opening door after door, trying to force the memories back out of the empty spaces in my head, trying to find myself in every room. I broke into a run, wrenching open door after door onto empty room after empty room. 
 
    Had I been here before? An abandoned chair, a steel desk, a smell, a hint of a memory. Were there ghosts in these rooms? Pictures, vivid flashes, kept exploding in my mind. Was I in one of these rooms?  
 
    I stood in the reception. I was there. I had been there. My skin crawled and I went cold. I heard Olaf behind me: “Who is looking?” 
 
    I spun. There was only dead light glaring at me, and the empty room.  
 
    I had intended to step out, into the dark, and start the long drive back, to whatever I would find back in New Orleans, but instead I found myself moving down a long passage, knowing where I was going, toward an office where I had once found a desk with a stone paperweight. 
 
    The office door was there, and as I approached I heard the murmur of a voice. I froze. I knew the voice, and as I listened I felt a stab of hot hope pierce the cold panic in my gut. 
 
    “Grumman? Kaposvari. It’s on its way. The last one just took off.” There was a silence and then he said, “In this? Fuck knows. Twelve, maybe fifteen hours. That asshole Banks is still whining about scientific proof. I told him, ‘You want scientific proof, you schmuck? Take a look outside!’” He laughed, like he’d said something really funny. Then he was quiet, listening.  
 
    I crept a little closer. His voice rose. “Forget it, Grumman. It’s too late. We need to move to the fallback position. This is the event. Priority one now is the Lotus… Listen to me. The girl phoned. She has it and she wants to hand it over... The son of a bitch destroyed them, but he’s stupid. He made copies. Banks has him here and he’s doing one of his numbers on him. I think Harry is eating him or something.”  
 
    More laughter. More silence, then, “I’m just collecting my papers and I’m going down to the base. I’ll be there in four or five hours at the latest to collect it from her. I just hope the fucking satellites are operational… Yeah. See you at the club later. We’ll celebrate.” 
 
    There was a bleep, the rustle of papers and the scuff of feet. He had said the base. The nearest Air Force base was Holloman, maybe half an hour’s drive from the clinic. It made sense. He’d be flying over the cloud cover in a plane. Somehow I needed to get on that flight. 
 
    Then luck played in my favor. I heard the unmistakable tramp of military boots moving down the corridor. I slipped inside the room opposite the office and left the door ajar so I could listen. There was a loud rap and I heard Kaposvari bark something. The sound of a door opening and a soft, respectful voice that said, “The Jeep is here, sir.” 
 
    “Wait for me outside, Captain. I have some tidying up to do here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Then the boots retreated along the passage again. I gave him a minute, then followed. 
 
    It is a fact I have often used to my advantage that people tend to see what they expect to see, and are blind to what they don’t expect. The last thing the USAAF captain expected on this black day was for a mad, bloodstained son of a bitch to emerge from that clinic, wanting to steal his Jeep. So when I came bustling out, grinning and pulling my Camels from my pocket, he just smiled a friendly, if inquisitive smile at me. I offered him a cigarette and, as he reached for it, perhaps frowning a little at the state of me, I smacked him. As he went down he looked a bit offended, and I confess I felt bad. He was probably a nice guy. 
 
    I dragged him round the side of the building and swapped clothes with him, then went and turned the Jeep around, so my face was in shadow, and waited for Kaposvari at the wheel. I gave my plan some thought and decided I didn’t have one. I was making it up as I went along. That would have to do for now. 
 
    Kaposvari came out about ten minutes later carrying a briefcase. I half glanced at him and saluted, and hoped that he didn’t notice. He didn’t. He just clambered in and said, “OK, let’s go.” 
 
    It was a thirty-mile drive and in the Jeep, on those mountain roads, it took just over half an hour. We drove in silence through the hot, humid darkness with the headlamps sweeping the steep, densely forested hills, picking out the looming shapes of the pines, and the billowing clouds of mist that sometimes rolled among them. In the dips and shallows we would sometimes plunge into fog and I would have to slow to a crawl. That made me want to stand on the gas when we came out into clear, straight stretches of road. Above, blue, red and violet sheets of lightning spread and flickered spasmodically above the clouds, making them translucent, and revealing a world of jagged stencils below. Then thunder would explode, threatening to tear down the mountains. 
 
    He didn’t speak, but at one point, when we were on the road west, coming down out of the mountains, he said to me, “What’s your hurry, Captain? You miss your girl or something?” 
 
    I had a butt in my mouth. I took a drag and spoke exhaling, to muffle my voice. “No sir. It’s these hills, they give me the creeps, sir. Shall I slow down?” 
 
    “Just keep us on the road.” 
 
    As we descended into Alamogordo I had to slow. The fog was so thick you could barely see fifteen yards ahead. There were vehicles marking the road with fog lights and flashing beacons. Some were USAAF vehicles, others bore the National Guard insignia.  
 
    There was nobody on the roads except for the armed guards by the vehicles. They waved me on until pretty soon I realized they were marking the road to the Holloman airbase. Then Kaposvari spoke to me again. 
 
    “Take a good look, Captain. This is probably the last time you’ll see this place.” I glanced in the mirror, and in the diffused light from the military vehicles I saw his face, scowling, staring out through the fog at the broad roads and the looming façades of the town. For some reason I said, “Sir?” 
 
    “This is an ancient place. It was here before the Phoenicians, the Greeks and the Romans started shaping Europe. It saw civilizations that were so ancient we have forgotten they ever existed. But I’m betting by Christmas it will be gone, baked to ashes.” I flicked my eyes at the mirror again and saw him looking at the back of my head. “I guess you’re almost all shipped out, huh?” 
 
    The last thing I wanted was a conversation. I said, “Yes, sir.” And hoped it was true. I could feel his eyes still on the back of my neck. I reached up and adjusted the mirror so he couldn’t see my face. Ahead I could make out the massive glow of the airbase filtering through the fog. 
 
    “Do I know you, Captain?” 
 
    “Don’t think so, sir.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    We were at the gates and there was a guard approaching, his automatic weapon across his chest. Kaposvari showed him his ID and barked, “Kaposvari! I’m in a hurry, son.” 
 
    The guard saluted. “Oh, It’s you, sir. Your plane is ready, Colonel,” then to me, “Go ahead, sir. The way is lit.” 
 
    I followed the beacons to the main building and pulled up. Kaposvari jumped from the Jeep and strode toward the door, where a couple of uniforms were coming out to greet him. There was some backslapping and handshaking and they went indoors. 
 
    I sat at the wheel, wondering what to do next. I’d managed to get myself onto the base. Now I needed to get onto a plane. I wondered if I could fly. Something told me I could. 
 
    I badly needed to sleep, but that was going to have to wait. There was one thing I had to do before I could sleep, before I could rest. I felt the Sig heavy on my hip. Before I could rest, before I could sleep, I had to free the thing that had taken the place of Adrienne. I had to free it from the hold of Banks and Kaposvari, and their sick, mad operation. Then, when I had freed it, I had to kill Kaposvari.  
 
    And then I had to kill it. I owed Adrienne that much. 
 
    I climbed down from the Jeep and made my way around the side of the building. I figured Kaposvari’s plane must be about ready for takeoff—it would be lit up and taking on crew. It should be easy to identify.  
 
    In the fog I was practically invisible. In back of the building there was a broad, concreted area, and leading through it, like a path into the underworld, was a line of small beacons. I followed it for about two hundred yards and found myself approaching the tarmac, and then, glowing among the fog, emerging through shrouds of mist, I saw a Northrop Grumman E-8, all lit up. 
 
    Behind me I could hear the murmur of disembodied voices. I made for the steps. At the bottom was a Marine staring hard at the air in front of his nose. When he saw me he snapped to attention and saluted. I touched the peak of my cap and climbed the stairs at a brisk trot.  
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    It was a big plane, and it was empty but for Kaposvari and an aid. The aid spent most of his time going through papers, and Kaposvari spent most of his time on a cell phone. I thought that was odd, because this kind of weather should have interfered with the cell phone’s signal. I spent all my time curled up in the galley, peering at them through a drawn curtain. They had a bar and that seemed to keep them happy until we landed at New Orleans, about two hours later. 
 
    When we had taxied to a halt the pilot emerged from the cockpit and he and Kaposvari and the aid stood talking for a while, then they left down the stairs and I stayed hidden for another ten minutes, waiting for them to put some distance between themselves and the plane. Then I made my way to the door.  
 
    Peering through one of the portholes, I could see that the airport was practically deserted. The main building was illuminated and there were several military vehicles parked here and there, but there was very little personnel. It had started to rain heavily and beyond the lights the city was pitch black. 
 
    I straightened my cap and my jacket and clattered down the stairs like I owned the airport. I ran across the tarmac hunched into my collar, and, like a man who has places to go, marched straight through the main building. Like I said, people see what they expect to see. Everybody expected to see a busy USAAF captain marching through the airport that night, and they did. 
 
    Out in the parking lot I started hunting for a vehicle. There weren’t many that night, but it didn’t take me long to find a Charger that was appropriate to an Air Force captain. In fact, it probably belonged to an Air Force captain, which made me smile as I pulled out of the lot and onto the feed-road that led into town. 
 
    All the way back the rain was lashing the car so heavily it was like a black mist. There was no traffic. Driving in these conditions was madness. But sometimes I would pass headlamps pointing up out of some ditch at a crazy angle, or a person standing by the road in the light of their vehicle, waving their arms. I couldn’t stop. I knew if I stopped I would be finished. I had to keep going. There were things I had to do. 
 
    About halfway there I saw a slow-moving column of trucks. As I passed them I saw it was a military convoy, headed north, and I remembered I had seen something similar before. As I got closer to the city I began to see more military convoys, all headed north. 
 
    It took me a little over half an hour to get to Central City. When I got there it was deserted and the streets were ankle-deep in water and there was an empty, fearful desolation everywhere. People had either fled or locked themselves in their homes. While outside the heavens were caving in, spilling an ocean of hot water onto the land.  
 
    At Rafa’s Diner, the water on Euterpe Street was a river five or six inches deep, spilling over the pavement. The lights were on inside and the closed sign was still up. I splashed over, pushed through and stepped in. The door clicked closed behind me and cut out some of the roar of the rain. In its place it left a silence three floors deep. I called, “Rafa!” but there was no reply. I walked to the back and my feet were loud on the bare boards. I pushed through the curtain and the beads rattled. There was no one in the back room. I called again, louder. There was still no reply. 
 
    I climbed the stairs to the first floor. My feet made a dull thud on each step, like a slow heartbeat. His sitting room at the front of the house was empty. The light was on and reflected on the tall glass panes of the bay window, making a ghost room out in the rain.  
 
    On the other side of the landing there was a kitchen. There were a couple of mugs on the side with coffee dregs in them. The coffee pot was cold. The milk was out, and the sugar bowl was out too. The cutlery drawer was open. 
 
    Next to the kitchen was the bathroom. The door was ajar but the light was out. There was no one in there. I climbed the next flight of stairs to the top floor, where the bedrooms were. Rafa’s door was open. His lights were out. The room was empty. From his room, along the landing, I could see the door to the room where we had left the thing. The door was ajar, and there was a thin shaft of light leaning out, lying across the floor. I walked the four steps and pushed in. 
 
    The thing wasn’t there. Rafa was there. He was sitting on the floor with his knees slightly bent. His huge arms were limp by his side. His big chin was on his chest. He looked a strange color. On his chest, on the left side, there was a large, rusty red stain. He wasn’t the kind of guy who would want you to rant and rave, and kick things. He wouldn’t want you to sob or cry. In his world men didn’t do that kind of thing. You took what life threw at you and stayed cool. Death was a part of life.  
 
    I went and knelt beside him, and held his huge hand. I wanted to say something. Somehow say goodbye. But I couldn’t speak. I kept asking myself, how much can you lose? How much can they take away? I didn’t want to let go. I didn’t want to let go of Adrienne and Olaf, and I didn’t want to let go of Rafa. There was a hot pain in my belly, and there were no words black enough or cruel enough to describe the way I felt. 
 
    I didn’t hear the footfall. I just felt the presence and heard the voice behind me. She said, “The colonel is coming.” I didn’t turn around. I didn’t want to look at her, but I could see her in my mind’s eye. She was standing in the doorway, with the darkness of the landing behind her, watching me, watching Rafa motionless beside me. I said, “You killed him. You didn’t need to kill him.” 
 
    He never stood a chance against a woman. He was one of the good guys, a kind, gentle lug who wouldn’t have known how to say no to her, how to defend himself. She must have wound him round her finger with sweet talk, and then stuck him in the heart. 
 
    It takes a special kind of man to combat a woman. 
 
    “He wouldn’t let me go.” 
 
    I stood and turned to face her. She was standing very still, looking at me. In her right hand she had a large kitchen knife. I said, “He was your friend. He was our friend.” 
 
    “He told me about the drives at the post office.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I told him I would go crazy if you did anything to the drives. If you destroyed them. I told him if I couldn’t get the drives to the professor I would go crazy. It’s true. I will.” 
 
    I watched her face, drawn and half-insane, and I realized he must have had pretty much the same thought as me. I said, “I know. So why didn’t he let you get them?” 
 
    She said, “I told him I had to telephone Professor Banks. He told me to wait for you. He was lying to me, trying to stop me. He just kept saying, ‘Wait for him, wait for him to come back.’” She took a couple of steps into the room. “You made copies?” 
 
    I didn’t answer straight away. I searched her face, looking for any trace of Adrienne. I didn’t find any. Finally I said, “Yeah. I made copies.” 
 
    “And you put them in a PO box? You said you’d put the drives in a PO box.” 
 
    “Yeah. I did.” 
 
    “Where? I have to get them for Colonel Kaposvari.” 
 
    “Louisiana Avenue.” 
 
    She looked past me, at the darkness in the windows, then looked back at my face. “The post office is closed. I don’t know the PO box number. How do I get in?” The muscles of her face began to twist. “You have to help me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. That’s right. I do. I have to help you. Let’s go.” 
 
    I walked past her onto the landing and down the stairs. I crossed the diner and stopped when I got to the door. She was following behind me. She still had the kitchen knife in her hand. I pointed at it. “You going to bring that? You going to kill me if I don’t give you the drives?” 
 
    She frowned as though she didn’t understand. She shook her head and said, “I have to. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I stepped out. The rain had eased but it was still heavy, and the water was half an inch deep on the sidewalk. I pulled my jacket close and started walking into the rain, with Adrienne, her dress made transparent by the water, her hair in sodden strings across her face, walking behind me with the kitchen knife in her hand.  
 
    It took twenty minutes to get there. The roller-blind was pulled down over the door, and there was a steel mesh over the window. I took the Sig from my waistband and blew the lock off the roller-blind, then hauled it up. I blew the lock out of the door and kicked in the door. The PO boxes were behind the counter and I had to blow the lock off that door too. I guessed there was an alarm going crazy in the cop-shop, but I figured there wasn’t much risk of them showing up that night.  
 
    I found my box. It was 323. I unlocked it, took the flash drives out and handed them to the thing. She smiled a weird, joyful smile as she took them, turned and made for the shattered door. I followed her out into the rain, and she hurried ahead of me back toward Rafa’s, with the rain lashing at her back. 
 
    Halfway there she turned and looked at me, still smiling, with her hair in wet streaks down her face, and said, “Thank you, thank you so much.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    When we got back to the diner the thing sat at a table, dripping water onto the floor. She sat staring at the drives in front of her, with the big carving knife still clenched in her right hand. I went and found some towels, threw one to her and dried myself off. 
 
    About half an hour later a Cherokee and two Land Rovers pulled up outside. Their headlamps were like spotlights through the darkness, with brilliant shards of rain cutting through them. There was a burst of car doors slamming, like a burst of machine-gun fire, and then there were men striding through the rain toward the door. The door flew open and seven men came in, all in long black coats. Six of them were wearing balaclavas and carrying submachine guns. The seventh was Kaposvari. The thing stood up as they came in, clutching the flash drives. Kaposvari ignored her. He stood staring at me for a long time. Then he smiled. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! I guess Banks was right about you after all.” 
 
    “Yeah? How’s that?” 
 
    He gave a small laugh and shook his head. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Now he looked at Adrienne. He strode across the room, making loud steps with his heels. He stopped in front of her and held out his hand. She stared at it and then at his face. She was trembling all over and, slowly, with both hands, she placed the flash drives into Kaposvari’s palms. He snatched them from her and put them in his coat pocket. For a moment she did nothing, then she gave a small cry. Her hands went in fists to her mouth and she crumpled, sobbing, onto the floor.  
 
    Kaposvari ignored her, came and stood in front of me. He looked smug. “Power, Philip. Power. It always works out in the end. You can dance till your ass falls off, but in the end what counts is power. Now…”  
 
    He stopped, turned and walked to the door. Four of his masked men filed out. Two stood outside, by the entrance, and two more ran to the Jeep and opened the door, standing guard in the rain. The two who stayed inside trained their guns on me. He turned to face me. His smile crawled up one side of his face. “I believe you have a job to do. When you’ve finished, I’ll see you at One Shell Square. The big, tall, illuminated building, you know the one. In the penthouse.” 
 
    He stepped out. His two men stepped out after him, closing the door behind them. I watched Kaposvari climb in the back of the Cherokee Jeep, and the others jumped into the Land Rovers. The big engines roared and then they were gone. 
 
    I could have told him it was intelligence, not power, that counted, but he was in the glow of his victory and he wouldn’t have listened. I just hoped he liked Sarah Vaughan, and the Eagles.  
 
    There was silence. I turned and looked at the thing. She had her face buried in her hands and she was sobbing convulsively. I watched her for a long time. She looked like Adrienne. She sounded like Adrienne. I could almost imagine it was Adrienne, sitting over there, crying. For a moment I wondered what proof I had that it wasn’t. A corpse in a fridge, and Banks’ word. 
 
    Eventually the sobbing stopped. Her hands dropped onto the table. She said, “I killed Rafa. What have I done?” 
 
    I said, “You stuck a kitchen knife in his heart.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted over to me. They were pleading. She shook her head. “It wasn’t me…” Her mouth opened. She wanted to explain, but she didn’t know how. She didn’t know what she was. She couldn’t possibly find the words, because she didn’t know that she wasn’t Adrienne, that what had made her steal the drives from me, what had made her kill Rafa, was just a biochip, a living cell, an alien being with a single purpose, inserted into her brain. A brain that didn’t even belong to the person she thought she was. 
 
    The tears started flowing again and she ran both her hands through her soaking hair. Her eyes were all over the place and the grief was twisting her face up into knots. “I can’t explain. It was more powerful than me. It was as though I was watching myself, and there was another person inside me. Am I going insane?” Her eyes were pleading again. “Have I gone psychotic? What’s happening to me?” 
 
    I stood up and walked over to stand in front of her. I said, “No. You’re not psychotic. They messed with your head. When you were in the clinic they inserted a biochip into your brain.” 
 
    She went very still, frowning at me. She looked as though she was going to speak. I didn’t want to hear her voice anymore. I didn’t want to hear Adrienne’s voice, when it wasn’t Adrienne’s. It was this thing’s. I wanted her to be silent and go away. She had taken Adrienne away from me and I wanted to shut her up. I said, “It’s a cell. A single cell, and they write a program into the protein. They injected it into your brain and it grew in, and started telling you what to do. You had to get the drives and deliver them to Banks, or Kaposvari. You had no choice. There was nothing you could have done.” 
 
    She sank back in her chair. My chest was on fire with a crazy mixture of rage and pity. I wanted to hold her and tell her it was all going to be OK. But it wasn’t. It was never going to be OK again, and I wanted to punish her for taking Adrienne away. She looked up at me, straight in the eye and asked me, “So, now what…?” 
 
    “You handed over the drives. The program has finished. The cell will die. It’s probably dead already.” We held each other’s eye for a moment. My voice was a thick rasp. I said, “You’re free now.” And somehow she understood what that meant. She frowned and said, “Baby…?” 
 
    I pulled the Sig from under my arm. There were three rounds left in the chamber. I leveled it at her head and lined up the sights. She was not Adrienne. Adrienne had been a living, breathing, unique human being, and this thing had stolen her, replaced her. This was a grotesque replica. It was inhuman and deserved to die. She had handed over the drives. She had fulfilled her function. Now it was time for her to die. 
 
    I saw Adrienne, in my mind’s eye, lying in the morgue, a kind of gray-blue. Her eyes closed. And then I saw a flash in my mind. I was looking down a passage. There was a set of swing doors and over the doors a small sign that read “MORGUE.” I had seen that. But when Banks had taken me to the morgue to show me Adrienne’s body, my head had been lolling forward. I had been looking at the floor. I had been surprised that it was a morgue. I had not seen the sign.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes. There were black empty spaces in my consciousness. I strained. I followed passages. Long, gray passages. And I was staring at the ceiling. Why was I staring at the ceiling? 
 
    I blinked hard and sighted along the barrel. There was a terrible sadness in Adrienne’s face. A tear spilled from her eye and traveled down to the corner of her mouth. But this was not Adrienne. This was a thing. It wasn’t even human. It was manufactured. Made in a lab. It had served its purpose. 
 
    There was another flash in my mind. A flash of light. A steel cylinder. And I was inside the cylinder. And Banks was leaning over me, staring at me, asking me, “What is your name?” 
 
    Then it all unfolded into my mind. All the black areas filled with light. I turned and stared at the door where Kaposvari had stood only minutes before. 
 
    “…I believe you have a job to do…” 
 
    I looked back at Adrienne’s clone in the chair, watching me, infinitely sad, weeping. I lowered the gun.  
 
    He had said, “…When you’ve finished, I’ll see you at One Shell Square. The big, tall, illuminated building, you know the one. In the penthouse.” 
 
    I walked out into the rain. My shirt and my pants stuck to my skin. My jacket hung from my shoulders like a wet sack. The water streamed down my face, into my eyes, half-blinding me. I made my way to a Dodge RAM that was usually parked on the corner, blew out the window, popped the locks and climbed in and headed toward Shell Square. 
 
    The desolation in the central business district was total. On Poydras Street the water was three-feet deep and the power supply to the area had failed, as it had in most of the city. As I approached St. Charles Avenue there was absolute darkness all about, except for the beams of my own headlamps, searching ahead into the night. The rain was getting harder, and however fast the windshield wipers swept the glass, it was always covered by a thick wash of water, distorting what little I could see ahead. But when I finally reached the intersection I saw the bright glow of light, penetrating down through the low cloud ceiling overhead, which had engulfed the top of the tower. 
 
    I killed the engine and climbed down from the cab. I hunched my way through the rain, ankle deep in water, and pushed through the glass door into the lobby. There were two guys in suits standing by the elevators. They had assault rifles over their shoulders. I walked toward them and one of them held up his hand.  
 
    “You can’t come here.” 
 
    I spoke without thinking. “Grumman sent me.” 
 
    The guy frowned. “Grumman…” 
 
    By the time he’d said it I’d taken the barrel of his rifle and shoved it toward his pal. As his pal backed away, I kicked him in his nuts and pulled the trigger. Three rounds tore through him, spraying the walls with gore. By the time my man had said, “What the…?” I’d smashed my elbow into his face and twisted the rifle out of his hands. He fell against the wall and I shoved the rifle in his face. 
 
    “Kaposvari here?” 
 
    “Mr. Grumman’s penthouse. You’ll need the key for the elevator.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I haven’t…” 
 
    I put three rounds through his head. Either he was lying or he didn’t have it. Either way he was no use to me. 
 
    As it turned out, he was lying. I pulled the key from his pocket, stepped into the elevators, and turned the key in the button for the penthouse. Then I pulled my Sig from my waistband and changed the magazine. I had a feeling I was going to need a full one. 
 
    The car hissed to a halt and the doors opened. I stepped out.  
 
    I was in a single, huge, dimly lit room with sheet-glass windows all around, except on one wall, where there was a staircase rising to a galleried landing. The furnishing was modern, but luxurious. A fire burned in a large copper fireplace in the center of the room, though it was not cold. Nor was it oppressively hot and muggy, the way it was outside. There was a large, oak desk at the far end of the room on my right, with chesterfield armchairs and a chesterfield sofa. There were animal skins on the floor, low bookcases and a bar, and all around, the immense, panoramic view of New Orleans, dying under the silver needles of rain plunging down, from black clouds just a few feet above our heads. And below, one by one, the boroughs falling into darkness as the city closed down. 
 
    “It’s too late, isn’t it?” 
 
    I looked for the voice. I eventually found him standing near the desk, in shadows, half-concealed by a column. He was looking east across the rooftops with a glass of whiskey in his hand. It wasn’t Kaposvari. It was another man. Tall, in a gray suit, with dark hair turning to gray. 
 
    “Yes. Who are you?” 
 
    Then I heard Kaposvari’s voice. It came from one of the chesterfields, also half-hidden in shadow. He said, “This is Senator Grumman. You are very privileged to meet him. He is the architect of our work.” Then he laughed. It was an ugly, rasping sound. “I love Sarah Vaughan. Sexy lady. But I hate the Eagles.” 
 
    Grumman seemed not to hear him. When Kaposvari had finished, he said, “What was the date? Did they get it right?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    He nodded. “He was brilliant. They both were. It’s a shame they didn’t work with us. We could have done something beautiful. Now it will all be messy.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? What will be messy?” 
 
    He sighed loudly through his nose and looked at his shoes. He said, “When  we first read the original report, back in the ’60s, the Circle formed its subsections, the ICE, Directorate 23, the DER…” He laughed down at his feet, seeing some joke I couldn’t. “They didn’t know they were all branches of the Circle. Each thought that it alone had that privilege.” He looked up at me. “The value of competition, you see. They were all fighting each other. Each was making a pretence at cooperation with the other two, while planning their ultimate destruction. And we, the Circle, sat at the top, manipulating them,” 
 
    I cut across him. “Why, Grumman?” 
 
    He sighed again. For a moment he looked drawn, haggard. “The world as we knew it was beyond salvation. That wasn’t a bad thing, because the world we knew was becoming pretty crass.” He turned his back on me. I thought, I could blow him away now.  
 
    He walked to one of the chesterfields, opposite Kaposvari, and lowered himself carefully into it.  
 
    “The world had become pretty crass, compared to the days of yore.” Kaposvari was smiling into his whiskey, nodding agreement. Grumman went on, “We had industrial power, and that was generating a lot of wealth, but we were hemorrhaging real power badly.” He turned up his palm. “The power in an industrial society does not lie with the capitalist, or with the worker. It lies with the consumer, and all the privileges that used to belong to the few, end up being marketed to the vulgar mass. Society had become ugly.  
 
    “So, we were happy to let it die. As you know, we commissioned your friend Olaf and Vanderbrook to provide us with the most accurate date possible for the catastrophic event that would trigger the changes to come, and the practical applications of the Lotus, so that we could plan for the New Eden.” 
 
    I shook my head. “All I keep hearing is ‘practical application of the Lotus’ and ‘New Eden.’ It’s all bullshit, Grumman. It’s over. It was just another fantasy by another bunch of madmen who thought it was easier to kill people than…” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” It was Grumman. His voice was quiet, but the certainty in it made me stop. “It has been done before.” 
 
    I stared at him. “I must have missed that day in history class.” 
 
    He smiled. “It’s not in the history books, unless you read Plato...” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It was a stable, balanced society. Nobody knows when it began, but they reached a level of technological advancement slightly ahead of ours. The big difference was that they did not allow industry to grow out of hand the way we did. They had found and developed the Lotus. And they used it. Their entire society, their entire civilization, was built on the Lotus. They were not afraid of hierarchy. They had no consumer society to impose a bland, mythical equality on them. And it worked. It worked for at least ten thousand years.” 
 
    I said, “You’re full of shit! Jesus! You’re crazier than I thought. These are people! Human beings! You cannot treat human beings like this and justify it with fantasies!!”  
 
    But I was remembering Olaf. He had said some crazy stuff about the Cipher of Life being developed before the beginning of the interglacial. 
 
    Grumman ignored me and kept going. “There are records, in libraries all around the world which men like you have no access to. They show that man, in his present form, is well over two hundred and fifty thousand years old. Do you really think we only became civilized in the last ten thousand? What were we doing for the other two hundred and forty thousand? Finding more efficient ways to pick fleas off each other? Come on!” He shook his head as if he found my stupidity vaguely depressing. “There was a civilization. It spanned the equator, because it was warm and fertile there. A small number of city states, well ordered and well structured.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Atlantis. It’s a myth. No evidence exists…” 
 
    He continued as though he hadn’t heard me. “What they failed to guard against, until it was too late, were precisely the same two things we have failed to guard against: the melting of the ice caps, which back then were far vaster than they are now, and people like you.” 
 
    Again he ignored me. “The heart of their civilization was in what we now call the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, but was then a low-lying, fertile plateau. When the ice caps began to crumble into the sea, they were all wiped out.” 
 
    “How did people like me cause the ice caps to melt?” 
 
    Now he turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “When the end came they managed to salvage bits and pieces, scraps of their culture. Noah, Manu…these are the myths that come to us. What we know is that it was men like you, destroyers, killers, parasitical egotists who, when they are not out murdering people, are building industries, factories and empires to glorify their own egos. Anarchists who believe the glorification of their ego is the single most important thing in the universe! So you build societies on the cult of the personality, and you draw the energy to do it from oil, coal and gas, and ultimately you destroy the host who feeds you.” 
 
    “And your remedy for this is the Lotus. Because it will crawl inside people’s brains and kill their egos.” 
 
    “It will neutralize the processes by which ego becomes bloated.” 
 
    “And how the hell do you plan to make people take this damned…?” I paused, remembering I had asked Olaf the same question and he had not answered me. He had not answered because Arana’s men had arrived. Arana, for whom Vanderbrook had been working as a mule… 
 
    I said, “Drugs.” 
 
    He stared at me a moment. “Yes, drugs. The plan is—was—to insert this cell, as a powder, in all the heroin and the coke coming in from Mexico and Colombia. That would have been enough. From the people who consumed it, it would have spread on the air, through urine in the waterways, through blood, saliva, sperm…” 
 
    “Like AIDS.” 
 
    “Only there would have been nobody trying to stop it, because nobody would have noticed it was happening. And by the time it was noticeable, it would have been irreversible.” 
 
    I heard my voice, wooden, dead: “An entire world of passive, submissive, obedient drones. But you, what about you? You are immunized?” 
 
    “Of course. The Circle has been immunized.” 
 
    I laughed a dry, harsh laugh. “The dream of…” A sudden throb of pain in my mind. “The dream of…” 
 
    He smiled. “The dream of whom, Philip?” 
 
    I stared at him. “How do you know who I am? Why do you know me? Who is Philip? I don’t remember…” 
 
    “Really? You don’t remember? And we were so close. You want a name to hunt for, Philip? How about Philip Marlowe?” He laughed out loud. “Or Philip Johnson? Why don’t you hunt for Philip Johnson. Maybe you will finally find yourself, and stop murdering people.” 
 
    Kaposvari drained his glass and said, “Damn right!” and I realized, vaguely, that he was drunk. 
 
    Grumman glanced at him, then crossed one long leg over another and said, “Three city states, two million three hundred thousand select, privileged human beings, to live in a brand-new society. A stable, immutable population, governed by a benign monarchy, the…” He smiled again. “The Circle. There will be no conflict, no hunger, no wars, no crime. And we, the Circle, will live in Paradise.” 
 
    I looked out at the blackness beyond the windows. “No crime…except the murder of almost nine billion people, and the destruction of the survivors’ souls.” 
 
    Grumman shrugged. “If Olaf had fulfilled his part of the bargain we could have planned ahead, minimized the pain and the chaos. Now, the way things have played out, we face a real risk that the cycle will repeat itself. The struggle for power and dominance, wars, technology put to the service of violence and industry, expanding markets and the collapse of order. If we had had the report and the Lotus, all of that could have been avoided.” 
 
    I shouted, “You cannot justify what you were planning to do…” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “I don’t intend to. Justify it to whom? To you? Justify the fact that I planned to make a world that was worthy of human habitation?” He looked away, out of the window, at the rain, then spoke as though to himself. “Oxford was to be our capital, you know? We would have been a kingdom, founded on ancient learning.” He downed his glass and walked to the bar and refilled it.  
 
    “The ICE, the British DER, the European Commission’s Directorate General 23, they all had limited information. They were all frantically preparing—trying to prepare. We, the ICE, coordinated their operations. The ICE was always the most powerful of the three, which is why the colonel took charge of it, reporting to me.  
 
    “When we had the date, that all-important date, on the eve of the event, we would use viruses to disable their computer and communication networks, and with a very limited amount of firepower, to cripple their infrastructures. We knew them intimately. We owned them. We created them. Destroying them would be easy. 
 
    “We would effectively leave them with no possible way to respond to the catastrophic event. Temperatures in the seventies and eighties centigrade, tsunamis and hurricanes, complete crop failure, followed by famine and disease, would take care of the rest. As the old world died away, New Eden would have risen from the ashes. One society, constructed on the Lotus. Clean, fresh, civilized, with no competition.” 
 
    I watched him. “What about all those people? What about the nine billion people who…” 
 
    Kaposvari was on his feet, legs straddled, pointing savagely. “Fuck them! Fuck the whole damned lot of them! They will die! Die!” He turned his back on me, stared at the spreading darkness as the power stations died. Then he turned suddenly back to face me. “This world is not designed to cope with nine billion human beings! They are a plague! They will drown, if not in tidal waves then in mudslides, or in the hurricanes, the rain and the mire. They will drown in their own poverty and stupidity. And if they don’t drown, they will die of dysentery, typhoid, starvation or heatstroke! Or they will kill each other and eat each other.”  
 
    Grumman said, “It seems cruel, but it would all have been over in a month. It takes nine billion people the same time to starve to death as it does for one.”  
 
    Kaposvari strode toward me, pointing at me again. “And you know what? I don’t care. I don’t give a rat’s ass, because we, the privileged, the intelligent, predatory, powerful few, will survive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you won’t, because you couldn’t prepare. Because you didn’t have the report. And you haven’t got the Lotus. You thought you had more time, and now, you bastards, you’re going down with the rest of us.” 
 
    Grumman laughed. “No, Philip. Plan A is off, and that’s a shame, because now it will be messy and there may be wars, and there will certainly be random, chaotic social structures out there, struggling to survive, aiming ultimately to infect the Earth system with their greed, like a virus. And the cycle will start over.” He drew a deep breath. “But we will survive. We will make our cities. We will build on the rough principles of the Lotus. We will research and investigate. The Lotus is there, waiting to be rediscovered and understood. There will be other Olafs. We won’t go down. Good planners always have a plan B, and a plan C. We comprise the most powerful, most brilliant people on the planet.” His face became very serious, and I thought I saw a cold, frightening hatred in his eyes. “You have hurt us, Philip. You have damaged our dreams, but we will survive.” 
 
    He walked to his armchair and sat down. Kaposvari was at the bar, filling his glass.  
 
    I said to Grumman, “Why did you take Adrienne? Why did you go to all that trouble? You could just have killed me …” 
 
    Kaposvari spoke up. “That was all Banks. Did you kill him?” 
 
    I looked at Kaposvari a long while. Then I nodded and said, “Yes, and Harry, and you won’t be rebuilding either of them.”  
 
    He threw back his head and laughed. “Good! I couldn’t stand that asshole.”  
 
    I went to the bar and poured myself a generous measure of whiskey. I took a pack of Camels and peeled it. He pointed at me. “You see, I like you. You’re a lot like me. Direct. But Banks had to be clever all the time.”  
 
    Grumman spoke quietly, looking at the floor, holding his glass in both hands.  
 
    “He was experimenting with genetics. It’s a big part of our program, and the Lotus would have been invaluable—Olaf would have been invaluable. The fact is that making a clone of Adrienne was not difficult. It was easy. Pretty routine stuff for us, and he thought it would be interesting to manipulate you both, use her to get the drives.” Kaposvari interrupted him, slurring, “Yah, be subtle.” He shook his head. “Me? I would have gone right in there, like you. Bam! Bam! Get the drives. Banks said that wouldn’t work. Not with you, he said. He said you’d never hand them over. Hah! Like hell!” 
 
    Grumman raised an eyebrow at Kaposvari, then turned to me as I spoke again.  
 
    “How did you know about Adrienne? You took her before I met Kaposvari at the fight. How did you know I even knew her?” 
 
    He smiled, gave a small laugh. “You have no idea, Philip, of how powerful we are, or who we are, do you? But we know you. We knew of Olaf’s friendship with you from the beginning. We knew of your friendship with his brother. We were already well aware of you.” 
 
    “I keep asking you. How do you know me?” 
 
    “Russian Pete is not one of us, he isn’t remotely rich enough to be one of us, but he serves us, and a fair few of his clients are members of the Circle.” He shook his head. “You, with your amnesia, had no idea what you had stumbled on, but you went in there, shooting your mouth off about how you’d killed Harry the Teeth. How you’d been to Vanderbrook’s place and found Harry there.” He spread his hands. “We had sent Harry there to punish Vanderbrook and collect the drives. When we collected Harry he didn’t have them, so it was clear you must. You, and therefore your woman, became of primary interest to us. The colonel has no use for subtlety, but you could have used some. You were heard. You spoke directly to our members and told them what you had done.” He shrugged. “We knew you from before, so we knew you were capable of doing it.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “You knew me from before. Philip? Philip Johnson? Who am I?” 
 
    Grumman watched me a moment. “Who are you? That’s your big question? Haven’t you got another, even bigger one…?” 
 
    I snarled, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I’m disappointed. I didn’t have you down as chicken.” 
 
    I looked away, licked my lips, poured myself another drink and then looked at Kaposvari, “How did you know I was planning on killing Adrienne…Adrienne’s clone? You said I had a job to do. What did you mean by that?” 
 
    His eyes creased and he watched me, smiling and smoking. I said, “Did you put a chip in me? To kill Adrienne?” 
 
    It was Grumman who answered, “Yes. And to hand us the drives. Did you feel driven to do that?” 
 
    I said, “Some. Why did you want me to kill Adrienne?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Couple of reasons. Banks had limitless faith in the power of his biochips. The colonel here doubted that you would do it. In fact he was certain you wouldn’t. It was a useful experiment. If it worked it tidied up loose ends. If it didn’t, it showed there were limitations to Banks’ biochips.” He watched me a moment, then added, “With us, a great deal is the creative game.” Then he shook his head and said, “I knew that you would come here asking these questions. But you would never trust our answers, would you?” He got up and walked to his desk. He pulled open a drawer and took out a key. He threw the key to me and said, “The next floor down. Come back here when you’re done.” 
 
    I got up and walked over to the elevator. I stopped when I got there and turned back to him. “Banks. He said he wasn’t going to kill me because I was going to be a slave, a part of your New Eden… What did he mean by that?” 
 
    He raised his hand, holding out his index finger like a pistol, pointing at the key. “Come back here when you’re done.” 
 
    The key fit into a button in the elevator that took me down one floor. I rode down with a hot knot of panic in my gut. The elevator stopped, the doors slid open, and I stepped out into a white-tiled area that was full of boxes, crates and trolleys. Men in blue overalls were carting the goods here and there, calling instructions and information to each other. It was like the clinic, but on a miniature scale. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be looking for, but I knew I’d find it, and I knew I’d know it when I did. 
 
    On the left of the elevators were two passages lit by stark strip lights. There was a guy pushing a big trolley with two wooden crates on it, and something made me follow him. At the end, the passage bent sharp left. I saw him stop and turn the trolley so that he could back in, and I knew there were double swing doors there. When I arrived I saw that it was a kind of storeroom, and the contents were being methodically removed, taken down in a cargo lift. Some of it was furniture, mainly antiques, much of it was boxes of papers and documents, and hard drives. But to one side, there was a long crate, about seven foot by four.  
 
    There was a guy standing next to it in a white coat, holding a clipboard. He was young, maybe in his late twenties. He glanced at me. I thought I saw him frown, but then he looked back at his clipboard and walked away, making notes.  
 
    I made my way over to the crate and stood staring down at it. Inside I was panicking. My belly and my chest were on fire and I could feel my heart pounding. I stared around, looking for a crowbar or a claw hammer. I couldn’t see one. Then a voice spoke to me. It was cultured, English, very cool. It said, “Are you looking for one of these?” 
 
    I turned. It was the guy in the coat. His eyes were so brown they looked black. He was holding out a crowbar. I took it, said, “Yes.” 
 
    My heart was pounding high up in my chest and I could hear my breathing becoming ragged. I fitted the crowbar under the wood and heaved. The wood screeched on the nails and the lid came up. I grabbed hold of it and pulled it off. Inside was a long, shiny aluminum case. The guy in the coat said, “You want to look inside?” 
 
    I nodded and he reached down at the head of the cylinder and seemed to press a button. There was a hiss as of air being allowed into a vacuum, and the lid lifted and folded back. 
 
    The eyes were closed. The skin was a pale blue-gray. There was no sign of a wound. No indication of how death had come about. Just the still, lifeless body.  
 
    I said, “How did he die?” 
 
    “He died of a small incision into the spinal cord, just at the base of the skull. It was painless. He was asleep at the time.” He was quiet for a moment. Then he added, “They thought that would be poetic, as that was how he killed Harry the Teeth.” 
 
    “How long has he been dead?” 
 
    “A little over a week.” 
 
    “A week… While he was at the clinic.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I nodded. After a moment I said, “So he never knew. He never knew he’d died.” 
 
    “No, he never knew.” 
 
    I had a strange feeling of weightlessness. My head was throbbing and I felt I was losing my balance, as though I was drunk. I said, “I remember flashes of light. I was in a tube, a steel tube. And there were flashes of light.” 
 
    “Yes. That would be the synaptic mapping. His neural networks would have been mapped and transferred.” 
 
    I left the crate open and walked away, toward the exit from the room. I was unsteady on my feet. When I got there I leaned on the doorframe. I looked back at the guy in the coat. He was watching me. He looked very far away. When I called to him my voice echoed crazily in the huge, tiled room. I said, “What’s your name?”  
 
    He watched me a minute, then said, “Professor Aziz.” 
 
    “Professor Aziz, who am I?” 
 
    He shook his head, but he didn’t say anything. I turned away and left. 
 
     
 
    I stepped into the long passage. All about me men and women bustled like worker ants, rushing in urgent streams in and out of the rooms and in and out of the service elevators. Each one of them had an identity. Each one of them knew who he was, and why he was doing what he was doing. A voice in my head kept saying to me, “I am nothing. I am nothing.” But I didn’t know whose voice it was. 
 
    I thought of Adrienne, lying in the morgue in Alora, gray and peaceful. I thought of Rafa, lying in his room in the diner, his chin on his chest and the blood from his heart on his shirt. I thought of the man, the amnesiac, the Verdugo, in the crate in the tower. Kaposvari had told me, “You still have a lot to lose.” How much? How much can they take away from you? 
 
    And then I thought of Adrienne’s clone, sitting at the table, looking at me as I trained my gun on her. I was going to kill her for being what she was, for being what I was. For being the same as me. 
 
    I was then, after all, something. 
 
    I stepped into the elevator and rode back up to the penthouse. Kaposvari was gone. I found Grumman standing, with one hand in his pocket, the other holding a glass of scotch, staring out at the city. The city, half a million souls sitting in terrified darkness, waiting. He didn’t look at me. He spoke suddenly, to the black plate glass in front of him. “So, now you know what you’re not.” 
 
    I could feel the Sig heavy and hard in my waistband. They hadn’t taken it away from me. Why? He spoke again, and his voice was loud. 
 
    “Let me tell you what you are. Let me tell you what you are going to be.” 
 
    He turned to face me. “I told you that genetics and cloning were a big part of the project. We use genetic engineering all the time. For pleasure, sport, medicine…” He laughed. “You saw what we were able to do for Harry…” 
 
    I grinned. I could feel hatred and violence building into a furnace inside me, accelerating my heart, feeding into my head, making me crazy. It felt good. I said, “It’s a shame you weren’t able to see what I was able to do for him and Banks.” 
 
    He snorted. “That’s fine. We have improved on him. We are constantly improving and perfecting them.” 
 
    He walked slowly across the room, looking at his feet as he went. I watched and asked, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I said that we use genetic engineering all the time. Our main purpose is to improve the longevity, vitality, health and well-being of the Circle. But we are clearly not able to experiment on our own members, so we created these cage fights. We are constantly improving the fighters, betting on them, pitting them against each other, forever creating better models. And in so doing, we perfect our technology for our members.” 
 
    He was back at the bar now, poured himself another whiskey. I reached behind my back and felt the heavy butt of the Sig. I held it.  
 
    He took a pull on his drink and said, “You, Philip, are a magnificent specimen. Not only are you physically extraordinary, but your character is indomitable. You have that indefinable thing, spirit! And we could use a lot more of that. So we want to use you. You will, literally, become a part of our project.” 
 
    I exploded: “How can a manufactured being have a spirit, you motherfucker? You have destroyed me. You have robbed my soul!” 
 
    He smiled. “Then I guess that makes me something like a god, doesn’t it? A Great Architect, and my people are the Elect.” 
 
    “A god? You’re out of your mind! The Elect? Who the hell elected you?” 
 
    “We elected ourselves, by virtue of being more intelligent, more ruthless, more powerful! And that is the point, isn’t it? Now I, the Great Architect, have used pure math to design the new order, the new world. Eden!” 
 
    I pulled the Sig from my belt, held it in both hands and trained it on his head. I said, “If it was that easy, if you had gotten that far, what the hell did you need the damn drives for?” 
 
    “Because we could have gone so much further. We could have mapped the Lotus—Paradise—into each brain as it was born, we could have built the Lotus into every building, every piece of music, every poem and every book, bringing absolute order and harmony to the world. And we will. We will get there, believe me.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere, Grumman, but Hell.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me now?” He stepped over to his chair and sat in it. “Two million, three hundred thousand people. It’s a lot of people. And we all know that nobody is perfect. So who is going to police these people? Who is going to take care of them and ensure their safety?” 
 
    I lowered the revolver. He was holding my eye steady. I said, “Clones...genetically engineered clones.” 
 
    “Bingo! We’ve been working on them for some time. Unfortunately you killed our chief research scientist, but his assistant should be able to finish the job. We are very nearly there.” 
 
    “So, what Banks said…” 
 
    “Banks was always on the lookout for prime genetic material. He used to travel all over the place looking for the stuff. He was very nearly there with the Chink. Ironic, really, that the Chink should have gotten you into this mess in the first place.” 
 
    The Sig dropped to my side. I walked over to the bar and leant on it. Then lowered myself onto the stool and poured myself another large measure. “The Chink, Harry The teeth, the Hammer…” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? And think what we could have done with them with Olaf and Vanderbrook’s software: toughened synthetic skin, more resilient bones... We are all about having fun. We love sport. What defines us, amongst other things, is our joy in living, in thriving. In making the very most out of every moment in life. We needed an army, especially now that you have fucked everything up. We needed the very best army. Physically, practically indestructible, but mentally both servile and indomitable. Servile to its masters, ruthlessly indomitable to its enemies. So Banks set about creating them, and as we created different models we thought, ‘Put them to the test! And while we are at it, provide entertainment and a bit of sport for our members...’” 
 
    “You’re sick…” 
 
    “On the contrary. Are you telling me you didn’t enjoy the fights? You bet on them, didn’t you?” He pointed at the black windows. “They are sick. They are dying. We are vibrant and vital, and we are surviving.” 
 
    He sipped. I fumbled out a cigarette. Poked it in my mouth and lit up. He had a sick smile on his face. He said, “Anyway, Banks was much taken with you. You killed Harry. That was very impressive. He assured me that you had what it took. You had what was missing. That predatory, ruthless edge.” He paused, watching me. I saw a smoldering of resentment in his eyes. He said, “Colonel Kaposvari told him you were too insubordinate. Too aggressive. He told him you would never submit. You would end up turning on your masters. I think Banks was vindicated. You certainly have what it takes. But I think the colonel was right too. And tonight we shall see the proof of the pudding.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Grumman. I won’t see. Neither will you. Banks was right. I’m a mean, predatory son of a bitch. But Kaposvari was more right than he was. I would rather be skinned alive and fed to red ants than submit to you.” 
 
    He chuckled into his whiskey. “You’re priceless. I love it.” 
 
    I climbed off the stool, raised the Sig and took aim. “Time to die, Grumman.” 
 
    He threw back the remains of his drink and sighed heavily. “You think I didn’t foresee this? Sure! Blow my head off.” He shrugged. “But, if you want to see your little Mex dame again, you’d better put the P226 away and play ball.” 
 
    Something inside me was raging. Something inside me was telling me to blow the windows and throw him out, into the blackness. Destroy him and everything he stood for. But I knew I wouldn’t do it. She wasn’t Adrienne, but then I wasn’t me, either. And I knew this much. I knew I didn’t want to lose her again. I said, “Where is she?” 
 
    “She is where you are going to be very soon. She is at the Blues Club, getting ready for a night of exceptional entertainment.” He gave a funny, one-sided twist to his mouth. “I suppose you could say that you both have an invitation to the blues.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened and Kaposvari came in with a couple of his goons. Grumman raised his drink. “Welcome back, Colonel. I think Philip is ready for you now.” Then, looking at me, “Hand over your gun, Philip, and go quietly with these men. We are in constant contact. Any trouble from you, and Adrienne will suffer.” 
 
    I dropped the Sig on the table. The two men came over and took my arms. The last I saw of Grumman, before they stuck the syringe in my neck, he was sitting back in his chair, watching me, with a big smile on his face. 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in a chair. I felt groggy, but otherwise I was OK. I took a little while to look around the room. Slowly it dawned on me that it was one of the dressing rooms at the Blues Club. There was a Chinese robe hanging from a hook on the wall. I was in the Chink’s dressing room. The far door opened and John Cross and Kaposvari came in. They were wearing formal evening dress. I looked at myself. Someone had taken the trouble to change my clothes, and I was in evening dress too. I patted my pockets. I had my cigarettes and my Zippo. Nothing else. Kaposvari looked a little more sober than he had when I saw him last, but he still looked as though he’d been drinking. John Cross beamed at me and said, “Hey! The Dude! How you doing, pal?” He turned to Kaposvari and said, “This is the guy, huh? Yeah, I can see that.” 
 
    Kaposvari grinned at me. “Meanest son of a bitch I ever did meet. And I’ve met some.” 
 
    Cross winked at me and said, “Who’s your money on?” 
 
    Before I could answer Kaposvari said, “He hasn’t seen the competition yet.” And he had a strange smile on his face. 
 
    There was a door by my side, and that opened now and the Chink and his trainer came in with another guy. Nobody acknowledged me. They all greeted Kaposvari and Cross, and they all shook hands with each other, and there was a lot of backslapping and laughing. Except for the Chink. He just stripped, put on his kung fu pants and shoes and lay down on the table. His massage guy started working his muscles and he closed his eyes, as though he was going to sleep.  
 
    Cross said to the manager, “What do you reckon on the Superman, Bob?” The man called Bob shook his head. “I ain’t seen him, Mr. Cross. I don’t think nobody’s seen him yet, have they, Colonel?” 
 
    Kaposvari was still smiling, and I could see him glancing at me occasionally. He said, “No, nobody has seen him yet, Bob. But we’re all going to see him tonight.” He raised his voice slightly and said to me, “Are you looking forward to that, Philip?” He turned to Cross. “Philip has a lot invested in the Superman. Did you know that, John? He has what you could call a vested interest.” 
 
    I stood up. I was beginning to feel stronger and my head was clearing. I said, “Where is Adrienne?” 
 
    “She’s in the bar, having a quiet drink. You can see her in a while, and maybe watch the fight together. Come on, let’s go and meet the Superman. You’re privileged. You’ll be one of the first to meet him.” 
 
    He leaned on the door the Chink had come in by and held it open. Cross walked through and I followed. We went down a short corridor to another identical door. Kaposvari opened it and we went in.  
 
    There was a guy in the middle of the floor. He was doing some kind of breathing exercise with slow-motion movements like blocks and punches. He was about seven foot tall. He had white-blond hair and deep-set, very pale blue eyes that had a strange, ruthless, searching quality. He had a huge chest and powerful arms and legs, but his muscles were fluid and soft, and when he moved fast he was faster than the eye. 
 
    Kaposvari looked at me, waiting for my reaction. I didn’t react so he said, “Similar to the one the Chink killed not a million years ago. Do you remember?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, Hans the Hammer. I wasn’t there but I remember.” 
 
    He grunted something that might have been a laugh. “I took on board what you said about power. Power without intelligence is just brute force. He must be able to dance, focus, and direct his strength. So the Superman has the power of a tank, but he can dance like the proverbial butterfly.” 
 
    Cross was standing behind him, poking him and feeling his muscles. The Superman seemed not to notice. He dropped into the splits, did a handstand and bent his legs over backwards to land on his feet. Then he practiced a few kicks. He was fast. At least as fast as the Chink. 
 
    I said, “You’ve improved on the Chink, so now you’re going to kill him.” 
 
    He raised a finger. “We shall see. My money is on the Superman, but we have been proved wrong in the past, not least by you. Who is your money on?” 
 
    I looked at the Superman. Cross was standing next to him watching me, with a big grin on his face. I took my packet of Camels from my pocket, pulled one out and poked it in my mouth. I spoke as I lit it, saying, “He has my DNA?” 
 
    Cross said, “Yup!” 
 
    Kaposvari said, “He has a bit of this and a bit of that, but that part of his mind which deals with aggression, conflict, competition…” He made an “and so on” gesture with his hand. “All of that is yours.”  
 
    I looked Kaposvari deep in the eye. “So his will to win, to kill his enemy—all that, is like me?” 
 
    Kaposvari had stopped smiling. Now he looked serious. “Yes. It is.” 
 
    “Then my money is on him. He will kill the Chink, just like I’m going to kill you, Kaposvari.” I turned to John Cross then. He had stopped grinning and was frowning. He looked scared. “And for good measure, my fellow Americano, when I have cut his heart out and stuck it up his ass, I’m going to come for you. And I’m going to kill you, too.” 
 
    Cross glanced at Kaposvari. Kaposvari wasn’t smiling either, but he said, “No, you won’t. Because tonight you’re going to die. For the entertainment of the Circle. Let’s go.” 
 
    As we reached the door the Superman stopped his exercises and eyed me. He had one of those direct looks that are completely devoid of any feeling. Except that he looked curious, and he was looking right inside my head. He said, “You are Verdugo.” 
 
    It was almost a question. I met his gaze. Some things you just can’t say with words. I can’t explain what I felt then, except to say that, somehow, this weird hulk was me, and I was him. And I knew he was having the same feeling. I said, “Yeah. I’m Verdugo.” 
 
    Kaposvari snapped, “Shut up! Who told you to speak? Do your exercises and kill the Chink.” 
 
    The Superman took his time switching his eyes from me to Kaposvari. When he had done it he said, “Yes sir.” In that same neutral way.  
 
    We went out into the bar. It was crowded and the cage was spotlit. There was the usual smoke and chatter, and laughter, but tonight everybody was in evening dress. There were diamonds everywhere, and gold and platinum. And the drinks were not being served in glass, the way they usually would be, but in cut crystal. I took my time looking around, and I realized that everybody there must be a part of Grumman’s Circle. The colonel was standing next to me and he said, “Every one of them is a billionaire. Every one of them has a place. They are all a part of the Lotus. The future belongs to them. To us.” 
 
    I said, “It won’t work.” 
 
    He was smiling again by now, but he raised his eyebrows and there was a defiance in his voice. “Oh yeah? How’s that?” 
 
    “Because they are all parasites. You are all parasites. You have to put something back, and all you know how to do is take.” 
 
    He chuckled. “My goodness, the new you seems to be something of a philosopher. Don’t change too much. I liked the old you.” 
 
    He pushed his way through the crowd, slapping backs, kissing hands, greeting guests like a host at an elegant party. I followed, like the invisible man, and John Cross followed me. We wound up at a table with a linen cloth on it and a vase of flowers. Grumman was there, wearing an urbane smile. Kaposvari sat next to him, in the middle, facing the cage. Cross sat on his right and there was a chair on Grumman’s left for me. As I sat down, across the room I saw Adrienne sitting at another table with several people, Dianne Schelling was among them. Adrienne saw me and stared. Her face was drawn with anxiety. I gave her something like a reassuring smile. Then Dianne Schelling saw me and waved a bright, sparkling wave and showed me her fifty-thousand-dollar tooth job. Her billion-dollar cleavage outshone it. I looked away.  
 
    Kaposvari said to Grumman, “He thinks we’re all parasites.”  
 
    Grumman looked surprised. “Parasites, you say? But we are not parasites. Each one of us is where we are because of what we have done and achieved.” 
 
    I said, “Where you are? What? You mean in a dirty cellar, beneath a dying planet, dressed in fancy costumes waiting to watch two inhuman clones beat each other to death? Is that where you are?” 
 
    He and Cross threw back their heads and roared with laughter. The colonel sniggered. Grumman said, “I’d say that was a pretty accurate description of where we are,” and they both laughed again. 
 
    Then Cross, shaking his head, said, “But we are also in a place where you are not. We are each of us billionaires. We have physical liberty, if not spiritual freedom—yet. And you know what liberty is, don’t you?” 
 
    I sighed and pulled a cigarette from my pack. “Yeah, but I just couldn’t give it the exquisite definition that you are about to.” 
 
    He leaned closer, opening his eyes wide with passion. “Power! Liberty to act is power. And that is something we have, that you have not.” 
 
    I said, “What can I say, John? You have that Betelgeuse way with words.” I lit my cigarette with my Zippo and put the lighter back in my pocket. 
 
    Grumman pulled a silver cigarette case out of his evening jacket. He opened it and offered a cigarette to Cross, who refused it. He lit up and as he was breathing out smoke, he said, “We are not parasites, because we are the distillation of all life and struggle on this planet. We are the pinnacle, the apex. We represent the epitome of what mankind can produce. We are not parasites. The planet, the world, gives us our due. There is a difference, you know, between a parasite and a king.” 
 
    He smiled with the pride of a man who has crafted a well-turned phrase. I said, “Oh? What’s that?” 
 
    He sat back in his chair with his arms folded and gave it a little thought. “A parasite,” he said, “is a separate identity, which lives off its host until the host finally dies. But the king takes the power of the people and channels it back into society, for the good of the people. In the society which we are creating, there is no room for the parasitical individual. We are the parts of a unit, and that unit rules the planet, but it is also the custodian of it. So we take, but we serve also.” He wagged a finger at me. “Socrates told us through Plato that the individual must be subservient to the state. And so we are, in our own way.” 
 
    I nodded, then asked, “What are you going to do with it? How are you going to dispose of it all?” 
 
    John Cross frowned. “Dispose of what?” 
 
    “All the bullshit. You produce so much of it, I was wondering what you’re going to do with it all.” 
 
    I don’t know if they laughed. There was a sudden blast of feedback and everybody turned to look at the cage. Frank was there in a sparkling silver tuxedo, holding his microphone in his right hand, with his left hand raised for silence. 
 
    “Ladies! Gentlemen…!” He left a long pause, with a big grin on his face, then said, “Clones!” There was an uproar of helpless laughter and applause. “Tonight is a special occasion for us. I won’t hold up the proceedings with a lot of jabber, but before we get started I know that our Great Architect, Senator Grumman, is here all the way from DC, and would like to say a few words!” 
 
    There was a lot of clapping and Grumman stood up. Somebody edged over and handed him a microphone. He raised a hand for silence. 
 
    “Thanks, Frank. I’ll be as quick as I can. This is indeed a special night. As you know, and if you don’t you should, because I had all the relevant information sent out to you, we are approaching the hour of genesis.” There were murmurs of approval and a couple of whoops. Grumman nodded and smiled. “The old, decrepit world in which we were prisoners is finally in its death throws. We are about to rise out of the mire and take our rightful place on Earth.” More whoops and applause. “We have faced challenges, and because of some of those challenges we have arrived at this time without the kind of information and schedule that we would have liked. To some extent we are going to have to improvise. But hey, are we survivors or what?” Wild applause and shouts. Grumman raised his hand, laughing a tolerant laugh. “So! So, to celebrate, to see in this new era, we are unveiling tonight the Soldier of Eden, the being to whom our safety and security will be entrusted henceforth. He is implacable, ruthless, practically indestructible. He is, The Superman!”  
 
    He handed back the microphone amongst wild cheers and whistles. Frank took it and when the shouts had died down he bellowed, “Yes indeed! But as we all know, nobody gets into Paradise without proving themselves first! And we have the ultimate test tonight for our Superman! The predator, the viper, the death bringer, the killer, the Chink!” 
 
    They went wild. Music blared, a kind of Chinese heavy rock thundered over the PA system. Lights flashed. The doors burst open and the Chink came out looking like a man who isn’t about to lie down. He threw off his Chinese silk gown and did a double somersault into the cage. There he punched and kicked the air and flexed his muscles. The crowd approved. They loved it. 
 
    Frank raised his hand again. Silence fell. 
 
    “We all love this guy, right?” Shouts of approval. “Well give him your support, because tonight he is going to face the challenge of his career. If the Chink wins tonight he becomes your soldier, your guardian. But to win that honor he must first defeat…the Superman!” 
 
    The room went dark and the spotlight picked out the dressing-room door. There was a deep, reverberating sound from a synthesizer that made the walls shake. The door opened and the Superman stepped out. He must have weighed two hundred and fifty pounds. He was as solid as rock, but his movements were fluid and graceful. He had killer written all over him. He knew he was going to win. He knew it so deep he hadn’t even thought about it. He walked into the cage and went to his corner. No show. 
 
    Frank stepped out of the cage. The bell rang and the Superman was the first to the center of the ring. He didn’t do anything. He just stood there watching the Chink circle around him. The Chink was dancing. He knew he had less range with his punches and kicks. The Superman was almost two feet taller and could hit the Chink while he was still out of range. So the Chink had to dance to try to get in on the angles. But the Superman wouldn’t move. He just stood there, watching.  
 
    When he saw the Superman wasn’t going to make the first move, he went for the death by a thousand cuts technique he’d used on the Hammer. He danced into range and flicked a kick at the Superman’s shin. The kick found its target, but didn’t seem to hurt. He danced a little more, ducking and diving, then spun under the Superman’s guard and gave him a powerful back kick to the knee. The Superman’s leg yielded, gave, and came back down. No pain. No damage.  
 
    Now he started to cut across the Chink’s path as the Chink tried to dance around him. He was pressing him up closer to the mesh, forcing an attack out of him. The Chink spun again, trying for a spinning back kick. This time he aimed a little higher, at the groin. I didn’t see the kick. It was too fast. But when his foot made contact the Superman was already on one knee with the Chink’s heel in his left hand, and his right forearm was crashing in to break the Chink’s knee. But the Chink was too fast for that. He used the Superman’s hand as leverage and lashed out with his left heel, kicking the Superman in the face and doing a backflip to land on his feet. There was a collective gasp. 
 
    The Superman was staggering back and the Chink came at him again in a scissor kick that smashed his nose and drew blood. As he landed on the ground, the Chink was already flattening out for a spinning sweep which knocked the Superman’s feet from under him. He landed on his back with a huge thud. There were cries and shouts, and the bell went. 
 
    The Superman got to his feet. The Chink was doing a little victory dance, his feet and fists going so fast you couldn’t see them. The Superman ignored him and went to his corner. 
 
    Cross was laughing. “Colonel, I put a lot of money on your boy. I’m beginning to wish I’d put it on the Chink now. Who are you going for now?” 
 
    I glanced at Kaposvari. He was watching me. I said, “The Superman is sizing up the Chink. He has his measure now. He’ll kill him in the next round.” 
 
    Cross turned to Kaposvari, questioned him with a tilt of his chin and raised eyebrows. Kaposvari shrugged and pulled a face. The bell went and the Chink was in the middle of the ring, dancing. I could see his eyes and they were on fire. I was sorry for him. He deserved to live. 
 
    The Superman walked to the center of the ring and almost immediately started backing away. He was making his move, but the Chink was too fired up by his early success to see it. The Superman made a couple of long-range jabs. He was really fast and a couple of the blows hit their mark. They didn’t hurt the Chink, but they made it look like he was trying to. So the Chink closed in. They exchanged a few more blows. Then, when he was about four feet from the mesh, the Superman suddenly squared up to the Chink and swung with a huge right cross. If he’d hit him it would have knocked his head off. But he didn’t. The Chink was much too fast.  
 
    He ducked and the right cross went straight over his head. As he came up out of the crouch he inched forward with his left foot and slammed his right foot up in a powerful right front kick that caught the Superman square in the solar plexus. Only it didn’t. Because he’d brought his right arm out of the right cross down over his belly, and he supported it with his left palm. He had known he was going to miss the punch, and he had known exactly how the Chink was going to react. He rode the kick. It lifted him off his feet, but he was already jumping. He did a backflip and landed up by the mesh. The Chink was roaring like a wild animal. His muscles were corded all over his body as he stepped forward and rammed his fist into where the Superman’s face should have been. 
 
    Only the Superman had landed doing the splits, and his face was three feet below where it should have been. The Chink realized his mistake too late, and the Superman delivered four massive blows to his crotch and lower belly. The Chink staggered back a few steps and then fell to the ground on his back.  
 
    They thought it was over, but I knew they were wrong. The Chink was finished, but the Superman wasn’t. He knew his job wasn’t just to kill his opponent. He got up and walked over to where the Chink was lying in agony. In one swift, violent movement he ripped the Chink’s kung fu pants off, he wound them round his neck and dragged him over to the mesh. There he pulled him to his feet and tied his wrists to the wires, so the Chink was facing out toward the crowd.  
 
    I couldn’t look. He beat him for the last two minutes of the round. He beat him in the kidneys with blows from his feet and his fists that would have smashed concrete. He beat the life out of the Chink, there, facing the crowd. And the crowd that the Chink had wanted to protect cheered and laughed and applauded. And that was the last thing the Chink saw before he died. Five hundred people cheering his death, but above all, his humiliation. 
 
    And then the Superman had done his job. He had not only killed the opposition, he had humiliated and punished the opposition. And that, that spirit of ruthless cruelty, that was what the Circle had been after. That was what they were looking for. And they had got it from me. 
 
    The crowd were on their feet, cheering and whistling. The cage door was open and Frank was in there with his microphone, greeting the crowd. Behind him the Chink’s team were carrying his body away and the Superman was being led out, back to the dressing rooms. Frank was saying, “Yes indeed! Yes indeed!” over and over again. 
 
    As the noise died down he said, “A big, warm welcome to our protector, to our guardian, the soldier of Paradise, the Superman!” Cheers. “And we look forward to seeing about six thousand of them in the not too distant future. Am I right, Colonel?” 
 
    Kaposvari waved at Frank and shouted, “You’re not wrong, Frank!” 
 
    “All right!” More cheers. “I think I’d feel pretty safe with him on my side. Wouldn’t you?” Laughter.  
 
    Then Frank spoke a little more quietly, “Now, before we conclude the evening’s entertainment and get down to the serious business of boozing and having a good time, I want to just say hello to our very own Professor Abraham Aziz, who stepped into the breech when our dearly beloved Professor Banks was killed, and is helping to see the Superman Project to its conclusion. Please stand up and say hello, Professor Abraham Aziz!” 
 
    I looked over and the guy who’d shown me the coffin, with my own body in it, stood and waved. He looked embarrassed, but pleased too. Frank was waving back, then waving to the crowd again. “Thanks for that, Professor. I know, we all know, Professor Banks would be very proud. A big thanks from all of us also goes to Senator Grumman, who I think we all acknowledge as the Great Architect of this extraordinary enterprise. Senator Grumman!” 
 
    There was lots of cheering and shouting and whistling. Grumman stood, took a couple of bows, waved in what was almost a deprecating manner but managed to remain regal, and sat down. Frank was nodding, but looked as though he still had something to say before he wrapped up. 
 
    “And, there is just one more person we all have to thank. No acknowledgement would be complete without saying a huge thanks to the man, without whom it would not have been possible. He literally gave his life and his blood to make the Superman the mean killing machine he is today. That man, in his, shall we say, reincarnated form, is here with us tonight. Please, put your hands together in a big thank-you to, never better named, The Verdugo!” 
 
    There was an uproar of cheers and applause, whooping and whistling, and everybody was looking at me. I looked across the room and Adrienne was staring at me, immobile. I looked around at all the grinning, shouting faces, and the wild rhythm of the clapping. The noise filled my head. I had a creeping feeling of horror. I looked at Cross and Kaposvari, and Grumman. They were smiling, staring at me, clapping. I said to them, quietly, “I will kill you, all of you.” 
 
    Grumman said, still clapping, still smiling, “No you won’t. You’re about to die.” 
 
    The applause was dying down and Frank was saying, “And what better way to round off the evening than with a little sport? Grateful as we are to the Verdugo, he did kill our dearly beloved Professor Banks, not to mention Harry the Teeth and numerous other beloved members of our Circle. So he must, as I’m sure he will appreciate…,” and here he smiled and waved at me, “…be executed. And who better to do the job than his very own progeny, the Superman?” 
 
    Shouts of appreciation at the exquisiteness of this irony filled the room. I had a pretty good hunch what was coming next and slipped my hand into my jacket pocket and felt the cool weight of the Zippo. Frank extended his hand toward the dressing room. “So please, welcome back, on his first official engagement, The Superman!” 
 
    He walked out to cheers and applause. He ignored the crowd and went straight into the cage. I took my hand out of my jacket pocket. Frank boomed above the shouting, “And, putting up the fight of his life, the father of the Superman, described by Colonel Kaposvari as the meanest son of a bitch he’d ever met, the Verdugo!” 
 
    I stood and put my hands in my trouser pockets. A couple of bruisers had appeared from the crowd and took a hold of my arms. I felt the hard prod of a muzzle in my back. Grumman was smiling up at me. He said, “You get a chance to fight for your life.” 
 
    They dragged me down to the cage, ripped off my jacket and threw me in. Frank was shouting, whipping up the crowd, “This is the deal! You win, and you and your clone bitch live! You get to walk away! Lose, and you both die here tonight for our entertainment.” And to the crowd, “How does that sound? Fair enough?” 
 
    They went wild. They loved it. It sounded fair enough to them. Frank grinned at me. “Good luck!” He walked out of the cage, locked the door and the bell went. The Superman stood up and walked toward me. 
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    He walked toward me without hesitation. I didn’t know who trained me, but I knew I was highly trained in martial arts. A well as that, I figured I picked up my basic fighting skills on the mean streets, kicking and biting in the gutters and in the dust. But this guy had all my skills and more, and speed and strength no normal human could aspire to.  
 
    My mind was racing, trying to think what angle I could get. He didn’t think. He didn’t need to. He moved too fast for the eye to catch it. He struck me backhanded and knocked me sprawling to the ground. I scrambled to my feet and tried to dodge to one side, but he was there ahead of me, reading my movements. He struck me again and I went over backwards. My head was reeling, but I knew I had to keep moving. And as I scrambled to my feet, staggering backwards away from him, I was thinking that he could have killed me several times by now, but this was a show. He was here to entertain. Just as he had punished the Chink for the Circle’s pleasure, now he had to string this out. Make it last. So I had a chance. 
 
    I skipped round, so that my back was to the door. I sneered at him, “That the best you’ve got, you big ape?” He cocked his head to one side, a little surprised, shifted his weight and lunged at me in a side kick. I dropped and rolled to my right and his kick hit the cage door with a smash that made the whole cage rattle. I scrambled to my feet, loosening my belt as I ran, but he was already after me. I felt his hand grab my neck, then his other hand had me by the seat of my pants. I was in the air and he hurled me against the side of the cage. The wire mesh bit deep, tore my skin, and I felt the warm blood running down my back and my arm as I hit the sand. He was on me again. Had me by my hair. I had to focus and ignore the pain. He wrenched me to my feet and threw me across the cage again. As he did it I ripped the belt from my pants. I hit the ground and rolled, and came up on one knee.  
 
    I was in the middle of the cage now. I was holding the belt by the end of the strap, with the buckle hanging loose. The Superman charged at me. He was expecting me to get to my feet, maybe try to run, but he knew he would be too fast for me and he was planning a side kick or a front kick. But I’d made a career out of not doing what people expected me to do, and I fell. I fell on my back, which made him check his charge just as he was arriving at me. He was two hundred and fifty pounds of charging muscle, and I looped my belt around his ankle and pulled. He stumbled and fell like a ton weight against the cage door, slamming his head onto the lock.  
 
    I was on my feet, swinging the belt over my head. He was on his hands and knees, struggling to his feet, and I let him have it with the belt across his face five or six times. Maybe that was a mistake. It didn’t stop him, but it made him real mad. I figured I was going to die anyway, so I might as well have the satisfaction of drawing blood and making him mad. 
 
    He moved with the speed of a viper. He was off his knees and at me before I saw him shift. He took my shoulder and spun me, and as I spun he hooked my ankle and I was sprawling on my face. Then he had me by the hair and up on all fours. He came down behind me, pinning me with his thighs. One of his massive hands went over my face, the other grabbed the back of my head, and I knew what he was going to do. He was going to end it by breaking my neck. 
 
    And then I knew that I wasn’t going to let him do that. There was a fire in my belly and a wild rage, and I wasn’t ready to die yet. I’d killed one of these sons of bitches before and I could do it again. He started to pull. I fought back, but I knew I couldn’t resist his strength. I also knew that if you think about your neck when someone is trying to break it, you’re going to die. You have to think about the other guy, and his weak spots. And that’s what I did. I reached in my trouser pocket, where I had slipped the Zippo, and pulled it out. I flipped the lid and thumbed the flint in one movement. I could feel the Superman’s head right on top of mine, breathing hard with the effort. I controlled my movement. I didn’t want to put out the flame, so I had to judge it just right, and I did. I held the flame just a quarter inch off his left eye. I smelled the stink of singed hair and heard the crackle as his eyelashes and eyebrow burned, and then the smell of burning flesh as his eye and eyelid caught. 
 
    His scream was like the scream of a dinosaur. He was on his feet, staggering back, away from me, toward the cage door. This time I didn’t think. I was on my feet behind him, driven by rage and hatred. I ran at him and leapt into a scissor kick, and smashed his face with my right heel. All two hundred and fifty pounds of him crashed back against the cage door.  
 
    The cage door had no frame to rest on. It was secured only by the lock, and as he hit it I saw the bottom warp out. I lunged at him and kicked him again, and then again, in the head, until he was leaning on the bottom corner of the door. Then I jumped on him, took his right wrist and, leaning all my weight and his on that corner, rammed his arm between the cage and the steel edge of the door. He was pinned, down on his knees, and I got to my feet and kicked him in the head. And then I kicked him again and again. I could see blood oozing from his ear, and the side of his face was beginning to swell. I slammed it again with my heel, and then went into a frenzy of kicking and stamping, trying to reach the spot on the back of his neck that would kill him. 
 
    He was bellowing like a dying bull. I saw all the muscles on his back, in his neck and his arms, contract in some kind of bestial spasm. His mouth opened and he let out a sound like I have never heard in my life. And then he was lunging like a rhino at the cage door, slamming it with his shoulder. I saw the lock buckle and his arm came free. He staggered away from the door, holding his head in his hands. I danced to his left, where he couldn’t see through his burnt eye. I was only dimly aware of the shouting and screaming of the crowd. I could see the buckled lock and that was the focus of my attention. Even in his condition, I didn’t like my chances with this animal. He should have died five times over from the way I kicked his head, and he was still going. 
 
    I ran at the door and rammed it with my heel. It buckled and bounced back. I kicked it again, and again it bounced back. I looked at the Superman. His hands had dropped to his side and he was searching for me. I screamed at him, “Hey! You son of a bitch! You want some more?” 
 
    I must have damaged his ear, because he took a moment to locate me. Then he saw me with his good eye. His hands turned to talons and he charged at me. He was inches from me and he was clawing for my neck. I dropped, and as I dropped I laced my legs between his and rolled. He went over like timber and fell on the door. The door burst open. 
 
    It wasn’t a smart thing to do. I was desperate to open the door, and I didn’t think about what I would do once it was open, and me and the Superman were lying on the floor together with our legs entwined. 
 
    He did it in one, fluid movement. He rolled, got on his knees, and while I was still floundering on the floor he pulled me over and sat on my chest. He looked down at me. His face was a mess. He looked me in the eye, with a strange frown, and he said, “You are Verdugo.” Then, with one hand, he began to press his thumb into my windpipe. 
 
    I thought at first that the sound was the mounting pressure of the blood in my ears. But it was too loud, and it was growing. The ground was vibrating, the door hanging loose on the cage started to rattle. I couldn’t breathe. My windpipe was blocked and I was clawing at the Superman’s wrist, but I could see he was frowning, looking around him. And the noise was getting louder. The walls were beginning to shake and the lights were flickering in the ceiling. I was going into spasms, my vision was blurring and I knew I was going to die, but then the Superman was on his feet. Air was rasping painfully through my throat. I was scrambling to get away from him, but he was walking away from me. I followed him with my eyes and saw that everywhere people were running, some of them screaming. The walls were shaking badly now. Bottles were falling from the shelves behind the bar and smashing on the floor. The noise of thunder was deafening. I got to my feet and searched the crowd for Adrienne. 
 
    And for Grumman and Kaposvari.  
 
    I found Kaposvari first. Then Grumman. They were with Aziz and shouting across the milling crowd at the Superman. The Superman was moving toward them, hurling people out of the way, cutting a path through the crowd toward the door. Then I found Adrienne. She was standing near the bar. People were pushing past her, rushing and screaming, trying to make the exit. But five hundred people don’t fit easily through one very narrow door, and they were piling up, pushing at each other, scrabbling and fighting. I called to Adrienne, but my voice was raw and hoarse in my throat. I called again and there was a sudden uproar, and piercing screams, and a vast wall of water, seven feet high, burst through the door and over the crowd, hurling people back and washing them off their feet, sprawling them back across the floor in a swelling tide of foam and bodies. 
 
    I knew we were never going to make it out the door and up the stairs. I waded through the churning swill of chairs, tables and screaming people to where Adrienne was standing at the bar, paralyzed with terror. I grabbed her wrist and dragged her back toward the cage. I shouted at her, over the raging noise, “Climb!” I pointed to the top of the cage. “Climb!” 
 
    She stared at me a moment, uncomprehending, I shouted at her again and she started to clamber up, toward the top. I shouted, “I’ll be right back!” and ran, shin deep through the flood, toward the kitchen. I was thinking that the water, wherever it was coming from, was coming down the stairs and might just be missing the bar upstairs. 
 
    I found a big kitchen cleaver, grabbed a couple of rolls of kitchen paper and two bottles of hundred-proof vodka from behind the bar. Then I waded back to the cage. The deluge had eased from the stairs because all the accumulated water had burst into the room, but it was still filling steadily, and there was a murderous crush as people squeezed up the narrow staircase. I threw the things I’d brought up to Adrienne. Then I grabbed a chair and passed that up. I scrambled up the mesh and stood on top of the cage. The ceiling was about two feet above my head. 
 
    I braced my feet and said to Adrienne, “Give me the chair.” She handed it to me. I held it by the back legs and rammed the backrest into the ceiling. It was one of those old, plaster jobs and it cracked under the blow. I hit it again, and then a third time, and it crumbled. After a few more blows I’d made a pretty big hole in the plaster, exposing the heavy, wooden beams of the floor above. And lying across them, the floorboards. I hammered at these, as close as I could to the beams, until the nails began to loosen. I knew I wasn’t going to force them out, but all I wanted was a small space between the boards and the beams. When I had that, I wedged the cleaver in and began to lever away at the planks, hanging on the handle of the cleaver with all my weight. Finally I felt the nails give, and I knew I had one end sprung loose. 
 
    Adrienne said, “Hurry up, the water is halfway up the cage.” 
 
    I looked down; the door was almost covered. There were bodies everywhere, like swollen jellyfish bobbing facedown in the water. I said to her, “Give me the kitchen paper, fast!” She handed it to me and I started tearing off fistfuls and screwing them up. I held out my hand. “The vodka!” She was reading my mind because she already had the lid off one of the bottles and was spilling some over the paper. I rammed it into the gap between the floorboards and the beams, and she was making more packs of the same. When I had the whole gap full of sodden paper, I tore off my shirt and dowsed that with vodka, and forced it through the gap in the planks onto the floor above. Then I took my Zippo and set fire to the lot. The explosion was bigger and hotter than I had expected, and the fireball knocked me sprawling onto my back. The flames above me roared and licked at the dry wood, eating into it and turning it black as I watched. I got to my feet, shielding my face from the heat, and shouted at Adrienne, “Give me your dress, fast!” 
 
    She took it off and handed it to me. I spilled half of the second bottle of vodka over it, stuck it on the end of the back support of the chair and stuffed it between the broken plaster and the wooden beams. The fire licked at it and surged in with the heat of a furnace.  
 
    The thunder we had heard before had died down, but now the sound of the fire eating at the ceiling above us was filling the room. Or what was left of the room. All we had now was an air pocket about eight foot deep. The door was completely submerged and I guessed that anyone who hadn’t gotten out had died, either trampled to death or drowned in the stairwell, trapped in the press. I turned to Adrienne and pointed at the water. “Jump in!” She looked at the dead bodies floating there and hesitated, but I jumped and she jumped after me. When I was completely soaked I climbed back out onto the cage. The heat was intense. I picked up the chair, and started smashing at the burnt wood. It didn’t take long. The wood was two or three hundred years old and as dry as paper. It fell in showers of burning charcoal all around me, hissing as it hit the rising water. Pretty soon I had a hole big enough to get through, but the fire had spread inside, and the rim of the hole was smoldering and red hot. 
 
    I jumped back into the floodwater and collected jackets, shirts and dresses from the swollen bodies that were floating around the room. I was beginning to feel exhausted. I clambered back and between us we slapped the saturated clothing over the rim of the burnt hole. Then Adrienne pulled on a pair of sodden pants and a shirt and I hauled myself up into the bar.  
 
    It was a furnace. All the tables and chairs were wood, and they were all burning. The bar had caught, and so had the curtains. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the heat ate through the plaster on the walls and the ceiling and the whole building went up. The only exit at the front was the door into the narrow corridor. That would be a death trap. At the back, through the burning chairs and tables, there was a window. If I could smash the glass we could scramble out, into the back alley. I shielded my face and called down to Adrienne to get more wet clothes and pass them up. While she was doing that I wrapped myself in the stuff we had used to cover the embers on the hole. 
 
    Then Adrienne was there, shouting to me. She had slopped soaking dresses and jackets onto the rim and was scrambling out. I pulled her up and covered her in saturated cloth, pointed at the window and shouted, “Through there! Through the window!” She nodded. I wound a wet pair of pants around my hands and ran. 
 
    The wet clothes were drying fast, and I didn’t know if it was steam or smoke that was rising out of them. I could smell burnt hair on my head, and my skin felt as though it was going to burst into flames. It was so intense it was making me scream. I grabbed a burning chair with my bound hands as I ran and, without stopping, I smashed it through the glass of the window. Adrienne was just behind me. I didn’t let her stop; I grabbed her and threw her. I heard her scream as I jumped after her, into the blessed rain. 
 
    I expected to hit hard concrete or tarmac, but I hit water. It must have been three or four feet deep. I heard Adrienne’s shriek, a loud splash, and suddenly I was floundering, with water washing over me and above my head. I struggled to my feet, and stood with the powerful current swelling around my legs. I heard Adrienne erupt from the flood, gasping, and I waded toward her. She came to her feet, pushing her hair out of her face and gasping. I took hold of her shoulders. “Are you OK?”  
 
    She nodded, gulping breath and wiping her eyes. “What’s happening? What’s going on?” 
 
    I took her in my arms, squeezing her tight and kissing her sodden hair as the rain fell down on us. “Adrienne, I’m so sorry, honey. I’m so sorry.” I held her at arm’s length, looking into her eyes. “They messed with your head. They got inside you and messed with your head. They did that to me too. But I beat them, sugar.” I snarled, “I beat them, and now I’m going to kill them.” 
 
    I crushed her to me, and her lips never tasted so good. I kissed her face, and the rain from her eyes, and she clung to me, kissing me back. 
 
    And then there were voices. Above them all I could hear Kaposvari’s, shouting, “I don’t trust that son of a bitch! Scour these alleys. I want him alive or I want his dead fucking body! Find him!”  
 
    Then there was the churning sound of feet running through deep water. I grabbed Adrienne’s hand and ran with her, struggling knee-deep, to the end of Carodelet Street, and then down the alley to St. Joseph Street. Here the water was shallower, but it was still ankle deep on the pavements. Everywhere there was junk, and bodies lying bedraggled in the road. I took hold of Adrienne and held her face in my hands. “Go. Make your way back to your dad’s place. The flooding won’t be so bad there. Get him and make your way north, to higher ground. I’ll find you.” She nodded, searching my face. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The hatred and rage I felt must have shown on my face. She grabbed my shoulders and pulled me to her, pleading with me, “Please, come with me. Forget this. Let’s just get away!” 
 
    I pulled her hands from me and forced her back. “I love you baby, you know that. But I have to do this. I’ll come and find you. Now go!” 
 
    Sobbing, she turned and ran, her feet splashing in the floodwaters, into the darkness. I turned away and put her out of my mind. I had to concentrate. I had to focus my thoughts. Everything’s got a price, and it was time for Kaposvari and Grumman to pay what they owed. And I was the debt collector.  
 
    I looked up at the great steel and glass structure of Crescent City Towers, rising high into the air, sparkling in the rain and reflecting the growing flames of the Blues Club. I turned my head and looked down Carondelet Street. I could see small, black silhouettes against the flames, and I could hear murmured voices. I thought I heard somebody say there was no way I could have survived. I smiled an ugly smile.  
 
    I walked in, toward the fire. The voices got louder. I heard Kaposvari say, “I’m going round the back. Stay here. If he shows up, kill him.” And I saw his squat, powerful figure dance and warp in the blaze as he strode away, around the corner into Carodelet Street. He left behind him one of his goons. Not one of their GM cage fighters. Just a normal Joe.  
 
    Normal Joe was expecting me to emerge in flames, screaming from the building where the club had been. He wasn’t expecting me to come from behind him, and I guess the roar of the flames that were now engulfing the place drowned out the sound of my feet. Whatever the cause, he never knew he’d been killed. Just for a second before I hit him, I thought I knew him. He was tall, with short blond hair. He looked Polish. A half-remembered memory, something that had happened to somebody else, in another life, but I put every ounce of my hatred and my rage into that blow, and his neck snapped like a dry twig.  
 
    I picked up his handgun. It was the 250 mm micro-Uzi. It was the size of a large handgun, but its rate of fire was so fast they’d had to put a heavy, tungsten insert into the bolt to slow it down to a reasonable level. This was a mean weapon with a firing rate of 1250 rounds per minute, and it could empty its twenty rounds in 0.96 of a second. There was a magazine loaded in the butt. I checked his pockets and he had three more magazines, all of which I took. 
 
    I walked round the corner back into Carodelet Street. The fire had reached the roof now and the sky was alight, turning the low cloud cover orange. Sparks were drifting and raining down among the needles of shining water, and the flood churning around my legs was like liquid fire. I didn’t know how many of these bastards to expect, but judging from the voices I’d heard I figured on Kaposvari, the Superman and a couple of goons. One of those was gone. Up ahead I could see an ink-black silhouette against the fire-orange glow of the water. It didn’t look like Kaposvari. I stuck my fingers in my mouth and whistled. He looked around. It took me exactly 0.96 of a second to tear out his chest. He dropped with a muffled splash, and the current dragged his body past me, spilling blood, turning the flame-orange water a strange black. I waded on up, against the current. I heard Kaposvari’s voice ahead, saying, “We wait till the fire has died down. Then you go in, find his body…” 
 
    I saw their shadows stretched out, dancing on the fiery stream, before I saw them. I dropped the magazine from the butt and rammed in another, then stopped and waited for them to turn the corner. There were three of them. The nearest was just a goon. Kaposvari was in the middle, and behind him was the big guy. The Superman. 
 
    I took aim. The Superman was too fast. He grabbed Kaposvari and dragged him down in a big splash. The goon was still looking, wondering who the hell I was. I let hell loose and he rose three feet from the ground before he hit the water.  
 
    I threw myself back as a shower of bullets tore at the wall where I’d been standing. The current dragged me back further, toward Carondelet Street. I struggled up, wiping my eyes, and ran, kicking up walls of foam. Kaposvari would be behind me, but the Superman would be heading back to cut me off at Tottenham Court Road. I had to make for Oxford Street. 
 
    The water here was deeper, welling above my knees, sucking me forward as it drained down the hill toward Hyde Park and Knightsbridge, threatening to pull my feet out from under me. I could hear Kaposvari raging and screaming behind. There was a rattle and a shower of bullets whined past, tearing up foam six inches away. I lunged forward, fell, and let the current drag me. I grabbed the lamppost on the corner of Oxford Street and pulled myself to my feet. I looked back up Carondelet and saw Kaposvari, silhouetted against the fire, powering through the flood as he reloaded his pistol. I dropped the magazine from mine, rammed another into the butt, aimed wildly and pulled the trigger. I saw the spray shoot up into the air and I heard him scream with rage and clutch his shoulder, and then I ran, up, toward where I knew the Superman was going to come out. 
 
    It took me a long time, struggling against the suck of the current, to get up to the intersection. As I was half-wading, half-running, I heard a noise above the roar of the flames from the Blues Club, and the rush of the rain. It was a deep, thudding sound. And then, as I ran, I saw a powerful beam of light playing on the floodwater all around me, making it look like a jagged gray ocean. I stopped and looked up. There was a chopper dancing, trying to hover overhead, searching with its spotlight. I ran on, and as I reached the corner I saw him, the Superman, standing by the corner. I had one magazine left. I dropped the empty one and rammed a new one in the butt. He had seen me already, but he wasn’t moving. He was just watching me. As I raised the Uzi to take aim, he backed away, toward the middle of the road, where I couldn’t get a clean shot. I moved forward. The current was strong. Maybe the waters were beginning to recede back toward the river again.  
 
    I didn’t expect it, but I should have. A surge in the strength of the two currents meeting at the intersection dragged suddenly on my feet, pulling them from under me. I struggled to stay upright, flailed with my arms and fired too soon. In less than a second my last magazine was empty. He raised his hand, steady and firm. His weapon spat fire. The current dragged my feet from under me again. The burning slug bit into my shoulder and I fell, crashing into the churning maelstrom. I was engulfed by white water and sucked away. As I went I grabbed at a lamppost. My left shoulder was in agony. The water was battering at my face. I couldn’t breathe and I could feel my fingers slipping. 
 
    Somehow I managed to hook my feet into the edge of the sidewalk. I pushed with my legs and dragged with my right arm. My mouth must have been inches from the air, but the water was thrashing and boiling all over my face and I still couldn’t breathe. My lungs were screaming. I clawed with my right hand and heaved again. My face emerged from the storm of water and I sucked air desperately into my lungs. As I blinked the foam from my eyes I saw, ahead of me, Kaposvari staring up at the sky. There was a spotlight playing on him, making him shield his eyes. I could see that he was talking into a phone. Bizarrely I thought, The networks have got to be down. They must have their own satellites.  
 
    Next to him the giant clone was standing, staring up too. They must have given me up for dead, because they turned and walked away, toward the Crescent City Towers. 
 
    They were done with me, but I wasn’t done with them. Every bit of me wanted to let go and allow myself to be sucked down into peaceful death in the subways, but the rage was still burning in my belly and it was stronger than I was. I clawed my way up and dragged myself out of the whirlpool. Leaning on the railings, I saw the big clone dragging Kaposvari in toward the City Towers. The chopper was hovering over the roof of the tower block. A voice inside my head said they were going to get away, and there was no way that could happen. I pulled myself to my feet and half ran, half waded, knee-deep across the road toward the tower. 
 
    I could just make out the clone and Kaposvari running up the ramp to the big glass entrance. There was a flash of fire and the door shattered. Then they were inside, gone. I struggled up after them and walked into the silence of the dark atrium. The glass crunched under my feet. I stood and listened. There was the faint echo of steps, and panting breath. It was thirty-five floors to the top, and two got you twenty that the chopper was planning to make the pickup on the roof. 
 
    I found the door to the stairs and started running up after them in the pitch black of the stairwell. By the seventh floor my legs were shaking and my breath was rasping in my lungs. I knew there was no way I could compete with the Superman, but I’d hit Kaposvari back in Carondelet Street, and however fast the Superman was, together they were only as fast as the colonel. And they didn’t sound as though they were that far ahead of me. I took a moment to breathe and climbed on. I didn’t gain on them, but they didn’t pull that far ahead either.  
 
    About halfway I lost count of how many floors I’d climbed. My legs were screaming in pain almost as loud as my shoulder was. I had no idea what I was going to do when I caught up with them on the roof. Logic said that the big clone would just pick me up and drop me over the side, but the black rage in my belly just wouldn’t let me turn back. 
 
    Eventually, I don’t know after how long, I heard the wrenching of a steel door, and the thudding of the chopper overhead filled the stairwell. Then the spotlight hit the door, and I saw Kaposvari and the clone’s shadows stretch and leap all over the walls. They were three floors above me.  
 
    I ran. I don’t know how, but the need for revenge, the need to get payback for Olaf and Rafa, and for Adrienne, was stronger than any pain I felt in my legs, and I ran. When I got to the door the rain was lashing down like knife blades in the beam from the spotlight. The sky was black above it, and I could see Kaposvari and the Superman, bent under the wind from the chopper’s blades, struggling for the iron staircase that led up to the helipad on the second roof. The helicopter was touching down and Kaposvari was on the first steps. They were going to get away, and helplessness was mixing with my rage. Then I saw, in the chopper’s light, the dish-aerial. It had been added after the tower was built, and the cables ran down the outside of the wall, between me and the iron stairs, and draped over the side of the building. 
 
    I bellowed, above the noise of the rotors and the rain, “Hey! Superman! Hey! You didn’t kill me! I’m still here, you son of a bitch!” Suddenly I was going crazy, beating my chest with my fist, screaming at the top of my voice to make myself heard, “I’m alive! You son of a bitch! I’m alive! You didn’t kill me!” 
 
    The clone stopped and looked at me. He’d heard. He probably had GM ears. Kaposvari hadn’t heard, but the clone called to him, and then he stopped too. They had some exchange and the Superman came back down the stairs. Kaposvari stayed watching. I moved to the edge, where the cables hung over. The Superman walked toward me. The beam from the chopper was behind him, making the rain glow in a strange, glistening halo, turning him into a giant black silhouette, but as he closed in on me, I saw his blackened, mutilated eye, and as he reached for me I snarled, “Come on, time to die…” 
 
    I knew what he was going to do. It was the logical thing to do. He was going to pick me up and throw me over the side. It was what I would have done and it was what I wanted him to do. He reached out with his left hand and grabbed my neck, and with his right hand he grabbed my waistband. His face was real close and he looked at me real hard with his one pale blue eye, and lifted me over the edge. He said, “Goodbye.”  
 
    And as he said it, as he let go, I whipped the cable around his neck, twice. 
 
    He frowned, surprised. I dropped. I had the cable twisted around my right wrist, and when it snapped tight to take my weight, I thought it was going to pull my arm out of its socket. The Superman’s neck gave a sickening crunch. His eye bulged and his tongue sprang from his mouth, then his body fell forward and he somersaulted over the side and we both hung there, father and son, hanging out in the rain. I heaved and managed to claw my way over him, back onto the parapet. Kaposvari was halfway across to see what the hell had happened to his Superman. He stopped when he saw me and hesitated. I hauled myself over and stood, swaying in the downpour, exhausted. He turned and scrambled back up the iron staircase, but I was close behind him. 
 
    I was spent, and my shoulder was making my arm numb, but I knew he wasn’t in much better shape. What gave me the edge was that I was willing to die there on that roof, killing him. But he wanted to get away and live. I caught up with him as he was scrambling in through the side door of the chopper. The noise of the blades was deafening, and the wind blasting down threatened to throw me off my feet. I grabbed his heels in both my hands and pulled. He landed with a sickening thud on the step and I pounded his kidneys with my fists. Then I saw the bloodstain on his right shoulder, where my shot had pierced him, and I fell on that with my elbow, making him scream. 
 
    I heard the door of the cockpit slam and knew that the pilot had come to help his colonel. I could feel Kaposvari’s pistol under his jacket. I reached in and grabbed it as the pilot took a hold of me. In that split second I wondered why Kaposvari hadn’t tried to shoot me, and realized he was out of ammo. Nobody had expected a shoot-out that night.  
 
    At the same time I wondered at the stupidity of people who always grab you when they could just put your lights out with a kick or a punch. The pilot made that mistake, and as he took hold of me I spun and hit him with the butt of Kaposvari’s automatic. He went down on his back, with the rain spilling in his face. I cocked the colonel’s gun and pointed it at the sprawling man, hoping he didn’t know it was empty. He held up his hands, so I guessed he didn’t. For good measure I turned and kicked Kaposvari in the gut. He lay there groaning and spewing behind me. He wasn’t about to tell anybody anything. His mind was too full of his belly.  
 
    I turned back to the pilot and told him, “Give me your weapon. I don’t want to kill you. Don’t make me.” 
 
    He said, “OK! I’ll cooperate!” and reached slowly for his sidearm. I took it and threw the colonel’s away. Then I turned and put three rounds into Kaposvari’s head. He stopped groaning and lay spilling blood and brains into the rain he’d been so happy to welcome as his genesis. 
 
    I told the pilot, “Get in. Take me to your One Shell Square.” We climbed in and I sat behind him. “Is Grumman there?” 
 
    He looked at me before answering, then said, “Yes. He is.” 
 
    Below, the city was in darkness. Our own light beamed out ahead of us, picking out the interminable rain streaking down from the clouds which lay heavy, a dense ceiling, close above our heads. To our right, where there should have been buildings, roads and bridges, and then the river, there was only a vast body of water, maybe a mile and a half across, casting an eerie, steel glow in the night. And where the tidal swell had ripped down buildings and power lines, gas mains had exploded and fires raged and rose high into the night sky, drifting sparks and flaming embers across the ruins of the city. 
 
    Soon, the single illuminated column of the One Shell Square emerged like a beacon from the darkness. We circled overhead and then came in to land gently on the roof. I turned to the pilot. He looked scared. I knew by now what I was going to do. I said, “I’m here to kill. I’m here to collect on a debt. I have no quarrel with you. You can go, or you can stay. If you stay I’ll kill you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “This ain’t my fight, man.” 
 
    I said, “You have a cell phone on the ICE network?” 
 
    He nodded. I held out my hand. “Give it to me.” He frowned and hesitated, then shrugged and handed it over.  
 
    I climbed out and watched the helicopter rise into the night sky, bank north and go, a small, receding light in the growing dark. The rain was torrential, like a dense mist which I had to keep wiping from my eyes. I walked to the door and blew the lock with the pilot’s gun. Then I pushed into the dry stairwell. There was a single flight of stairs down to a second steel door. I descended at a staggering run, blew that lock too, and kicked the door open. I was in a short, carpeted corridor that turned right at the end. I followed it and found another flight of stairs. This one descended to what looked like a balustraded landing.  
 
    At the bottom I found myself on the gallery that ran along one wall of Grumman’s vast penthouse office. The lights were dim. The fire was still burning in the copper fireplace and I could see its dancing flames reflected in the black glass of the windows. Beyond the reflection, real fires were burning in the rain. 
 
    I climbed down the stairs from the gallery into the office. Grumman wasn’t there. On the table by the bar, my Sig lay where I had left it, along with the two boxes of 9mm shells. I stuck the pilot’s automatic in my belt, picked up the Sig and loaded it. Then I went to the bar, dried myself with a few hand towels, found a pack of Camels and lit one, and then poured myself a generous shot of whiskey. I downed that and poured another. Then I took a walk around the office. 
 
    Everything I had seen before was to the right of the elevator doors. Now I walked down a short passage to the left. There was a whole library there. The walls on one side were lined with books. The walls straight ahead and to the right were panoramic windows, showing the same black, burning landscape as the windows in his office area. There were armchairs and sofas, and in the middle of the room there was a table. A large table with a model on it. It showed a green landscape of rolling hills, and in the center, about seven feet across and rising three or four feet off the table surface, a great, gleaming white dome. 
 
    I stuck the Sig in my belt and walked over to the model. There were four roads marked out among the green hills, entering the dome at the four points of the compass. I circled it for a while. I saw that the roof of the dome was in removable sections, so I reached out and lifted one of them off. Inside there was an entire city. But a city made up of palatial houses with swimming pools and landscaped gardens. There were streets with cafés and shops, but there were no apartment blocks, no small suburban houses, no three up-three downs. There was nowhere for the shopkeepers and the waiters to live. Only palaces.  
 
    His voice didn’t make me look up. I had been expecting it.  
 
    “Kaposvari said you were dead. The Superman killed you.” 
 
    I took a drag on my cigarette, then looked up. He was standing by the passage entrance, watching me. I blew out smoke through my nose, took a sip of whiskey, took my time savoring and swallowing, then said, “He isn’t the first person to make that mistake, Grumman.” I thought for a moment and then asked, “Did he contact you by cell phone? The networks must be down.”  
 
    His smile was indulgent, patronizing and supremely arrogant, and confirmed what I thought, what I needed to know. “We have our own network.”  
 
    I nodded and pointed at the model in front of me. “Where do the shopkeepers and waiters live?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Who cares? Somewhere else.” 
 
    I said, “Is this your plan B? Your alternative to Paradise? A fiberglass dome? With the privileged few living on the inside, and all the trash on the outside, in the heat, the hurricanes and the rain?” 
 
    He walked toward me. “Where are Kaposvari and the Soldier?” 
 
    “Your soldier is hanging out at City Towers.” I smiled. “Last time I saw him he looked a little blue. The colonel is lying on the helipad at the same place. Somewhere nearby are his brains.” 
 
    Grumman gave a small laugh and rubbed his face with his left hand. He sighed then and walked to one of the armchairs he had there and sat down. “I ought to offer you a place in the Circle. You typify everything we most admire.” He pointed at the model. “We start construction work on that in the next month or so, far north of here in Canada. There will be others: New England, Oxford, if it doesn’t sink…” He looked a little sad, as if he regretted that I was a pain in his ass. “It will be superb. And no, it isn’t the whole of plan B, just the first stage of it. I should offer you a place there.” 
 
    I snorted and took a swig. “Banks made me the same offer just before I blew his head off.”  
 
    He laughed, humorlessly. I took a drag on my cigarette and considered him through the smoke. He shook his head. “I am not offering you a place. It would be out of the question. You have killed too many of us. No. You will have to die.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed like a crazy man possessed. In my own ears I sounded insane. I pulled the Sig P226 9mm semi-automatic from my belt and blew a hole in his knee the size of a tennis ball. He screamed, gaping at his leg. His shin was hanging on by threads of tendon and skin. I stepped over to him, reached down and took his cell phone. I took the key to the elevator from his pocket and then I walked away. The sound of his screaming was cut off by the elevator doors as they closed.  
 
    I went down, down, deep into the basement of the building, down to the parking lots and below, to where the furnace was, to where the bowels, the heart and the blood vessels of the building were, crawling down walls and across ceilings. Dim memories crowded my mind. I had been here before, somehow, at some time. 
 
    I bellowed, “Hello!” And my voice rolled away from me, washed against the walls and echoed through caverns of concrete. “Hello!” 
 
    More echoes crawled up the walls, like the pipes and the tubes, and rolled around the ceilings again, and among the reverberations I herd the shuffling of feet. 
 
    “Who the hell…?” spoken through toothless gums among white stubble. A man, old as time, in shabby pants and a jacket that had belonged to somebody much bigger, staring at me like I was crazy. Maybe he was right. 
 
    I asked him, “Are you the janitor here?” 
 
    “Last ten years. Who’s askin’, and while I’m at it, why?” 
 
    “The town is flooding.” 
 
    “I know that. I got my TV, I seen the news, till it cut out.” 
 
    “You need to get out of here. These basements are going to flood within the hour.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Leave your stuff. Go north, till this blows over.” 
 
    “They’s saying it won’t never blow over.” 
 
    I smiled. “It will. You best scram, but before you go, I need to seal the gas pipes.” I pointed up at the ceiling. “Which ones are they?” 
 
    “The blue ones. Red ones is shit from the johns. White ones is water…” 
 
    “That’s fine. You best get out of here before the water rises any higher. Go! Scram!” 
 
    He hurried away toward the elevators and I followed the blue pipes along the ceiling and down a far wall where they fed into the wall. There I emptied the pilot’s pistol into them, until there were two vast, gaping holes in them, and dense, pungent gas was flooding into the basements at a rate of hundreds of cubic pounds per minute. 
 
    A powerful sense of déjà vu made me pause, until I began to feel sick and faint. Then I took out Grumman’s phone. I looked in his address book and found his own number. I made a note of it in the chopper pilot’s phone. Then I left Grumman’s cell on the floor, just by the hole in the blue pipe, and made my way back toward the elevators. 
 
    As I walked through the reception the receptionist looked up from the desk. When he saw the state I was in he frowned. I smiled sweetly at him and waved, “Good night, then!” 
 
    He gave me a crooked smile back. He said, “Good night…” as though he thought I was crazy. He was right. I was. 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the tall, glowing tower, out into the darkness and the rain. The RAM was still there, where I had parked it earlier. I climbed in and slammed the door, fired her up and spun the wheel. I did a U-turn and drove away, taking my time, toward Central City. I passed the burning shell of the Blues Club, reaching its flaming fingers into the weeping clouds. Everyone was dead. The entire Circle was dead, burned, drowned or trampled in their insane belief that the end had come, and this was their genesis. The end was coming for us all, but it was not here yet. We had a few years yet. 
 
    When I had reached Loyola Avenue I stopped, turned the RAM around to face the way I had come, and killed the engine. I lit a cigarette and sat looking at the glowing tower, One Shell Square, the beacon for Paradise. I thought of Rafa, sitting in his house, dead with a hole in his heart. I thought of Olaf, lying on the road under the I-10 overpass, in a pool of his own blood and brains. And I thought of Grumman, lying on the floor of his penthouse office, bleeding to death while his dream of Paradise, the Land of the Lotus Eaters, died around him. He had no one to call, no ambulances to come to his rescue, no hospitals to treat him. His genesis was now his nemesis. 
 
    They were not yet all dead. The Great Architect lived still. 
 
    I looked at my watch. Twenty minutes had passed. Thousands of gallons of gas had been pumped now into the basement of his glass and steel tower and number One, Shell Square.  
 
    I pulled the pilot’s phone from my pocket and found Grumman’s number. I pressed “call” and listened to it ring twice. Then the line went dead. There was a rumble through the rain and a couple of seconds later the illuminated tower seemed to do a little dance. Ghostly blue flames leapt and flickered around it, licking up its smooth sides. It seemed to subside slightly, lean over to one side, and then, slowly, gracefully, it lay down and was engulfed in an exquisite eruption of blue and crimson fire.  
 
    Then came the blast, and the wave of hot air and wind hurling flaming debris across the business district, and across the black sky. 
 
    I turned the RAM around and headed for Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard. I figured if I hurried I might just catch Adrienne and her dad, and give them a ride. 
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    The storm blew over. It was not the end of the world. That would come later. The black clouds wept themselves dry, leaving New Orleans drenched and devastated. Two mornings later holes appeared in the dense ceiling, and patches of blue sky poked through, leaving the Big Easy’s long-suffering population picking their way through the debris and rubble, the flotsam and jetsam, that a few days before had been their home.  
 
    Olaf’s body, Kaposvari’s, the Superman’s and Grumman’s were four more among the hundreds that were recovered from the devastation of what they were calling Storm Bertha: a freak weather event probably caused by changes in El Niño and the overheating in the North Atlantic. It underscored, climatologists and politicians on both sides of the House claimed, the need to address the urgent issue of climate change. It also illustrated, politicians on both sides of the House pointed out, how negligent the other side had been in addressing the issue till now. 
 
    An e-mail reached me from Washington DC. Senator Cyndi McFarlane would see me, in her office in DC. So while Larry and Adrienne went about the business of picking up the pieces of their shattered lives, I took a flight, north and east to the capital. 
 
    I arrived on a Wednesday afternoon at 4:00 PM, made my way through arrivals and out onto the sidewalk, intending to get a cab. There was a red Mustang there, and a woman sitting with her ass on the door, watching me. She was attractive and I smiled at her. 
 
    She said, “Hi.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I think you want me to help you.” I frowned; she waited a moment then sighed. “I’m Cyndi McFarlane.” 
 
    I was surprised to realize I had never bothered to look for a photograph of her. I held out my hand. She raised an eyebrow at it and didn’t take it. I said, “I’d like to tell you my name, but I don’t know. At least…” 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    She opened the door. I threw my bag in the back and climbed in the passenger seat. We drove in silence for a short distance, to Chantilly, where we parked in an empty parking lot, on the green, lush grounds of Robert E Lee’s uncle’s house. She told me this as she killed the engine, climbed out of the car and placed her shades on top of her head so she could squint at me. 
 
    I didn’t get out. I watched the fresh, blue breeze move her hair across her brow for a moment, under the clear, blue sky, and said, “Who was Philip Johnson?” 
 
    She looked away, still squinting, at the trees across the green fields. “Why do you want to know who Philip Johnson was?” 
 
    “Did you know him?”  
 
    She nodded without looking at me. 
 
    “Were you in love with each other? Was he your lover, your boyfriend, husband?” 
 
    She smiled, but still she didn’t look at me. “No, he was none of those things. Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Do you know who I am, Cyndi? Do I know you?” 
 
    Now she looked at me and gave a small, pretty laugh. “I am a United States senator. How often do you think I pick up stray drifters from the airport and take them sightseeing…?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed, and I knew she had been about to say my name. 
 
    “Who am I, Cyndi?” 
 
    I climbed out of the car and went around it to stand in front of her, holding her shoulders and staring down into her eyes.  
 
    “Colonel James Kaposvari, Senator Grumman, Professor Banks… They all said that I was Philip Johnson. You know. You know who I am. You contacted a friend of mine and you told her I was dead…” 
 
    “Soledad Martinez.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You were dead.” She shrugged and shook her head. “You are dead.” 
 
    “To me I look pretty alive. Ask Grumman, or Kaposvari…” 
 
    She turned away and started across the lawn, taking slow steps. I caught up with her and fell into step. She spoke suddenly. “I don’t know who you are. I never did. I thought I knew, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    She studied my face a moment as we paced. “It is so strange to see you like this. I was so sure you were…” 
 
    “Dead? You just said I was dead.” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Lots of good people have died.” 
 
    I stopped and stared at her. “Grumman? Kaposvari?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Others. Grumman was a bad man, a dangerous megalomaniac, but he carried a lot of weight in Congress. He was going to run for president, you know.” 
 
    “Who am I?” She took a deep breath and looked away. “I have dreams. I am an eagle, flying over a desert. I think it’s New Mexico, but I’m not sure. Far below me, in the sand, there is a man. He is curled up, weeping. I know it means something. Do you know?” 
 
    Her face said she did, but she shook her head. “I don’t know. I agreed to meet you because…” She sighed and again shook her head. “But I can’t help you. You have to stop contacting me. Too many good people have died. It has to stop.” 
 
    “Olaf told me that if I was searching for myself, I only had to realize that I was the one searching.” 
 
    “That’s good advice.” 
 
    “I kill people.” She closed her eyes. “I am a killer, Cyndi. Why? I hunt drug dealers and I kill them. Why?” I pointed back in the general direction of Louisiana. “The Lotus, it was going to be distributed through heroin and cocaine traffic, cut into the drugs. Is that a coincidence?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. I don’t know.” 
 
    She went to turn away, but I grabbed her shoulders and turned her back to face me. “This is going to happen. The catastrophic event is coming. Between 2023 and 2030. It will happen. What are you doing about it? What are they doing about it?” She didn’t answer. I gave her a small shake. “Who am I? Am I Philip Johnson?” 
 
    “If I tell you, will you leave me alone and stop hounding me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, you are Philip Johnson, of Tularosa, New Mexico. We knew each other, briefly. You are not the sort of person I am allowed to know. Now go, please, and rebuild your life.” 
 
    She walked back to her car, opened the driver’s door and stopped to look at me. “I’m sorry. I loved you, but you didn’t know. Now you are dead. You can get a cab from the visitors’ center at the house. Please, don’t contact me again.” 
 
    The car door slammed, then she turned and drove away, fast. 
 
    Life continued. In the trees the birds were still singing. On the asphalt at my feet, an ant ran, seeking something for his queen. Above me a bluebird swooped and a small cloud crept, inching across the blue, blue sky. 
 
   


  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    In January 1980 representatives of the European Commission, the government of the United States and HM Government of the UK, met to discuss the damage caused to the environment by heavy industry and transport. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher stated in a confidential interdepartmental memo that she had taken the unusual step of appointing her own representative at the meeting, rather than being represented as part of the European Community (today the European Union), because she deemed this to be a matter of national security, and thus outside the jurisdiction of the EC. 
 
    The meeting resulted in the commissioning of the Eden Report Commission, headed by Professor Sir Robert Eden of Harvard University, whose brief was: “a) to identify actual and potential damage to the environment which will, or could be, catastrophic or lethal to humankind, and b) to identify all and any remedies to any such damage identified.” 
 
    The commission was composed of scientists from Europe, Britain and the United States, reporting to Professor Eden and his immediate team of four scientists responsible for compiling and drafting the final report. The report was for the “eyes only” of Ronald Reagan, the president of the United States, Margaret Thatcher, the prime minister of the United Kingdom, Jacques Delors, the, president of the European Commission, and thereafter the heads of state of the member states of the EC. 
 
    The report was in two parts: Part One identified the problems and Part Two identified potential solutions.  
 
    The report concluded that the Earth’s environment was in terminal decline; that the Earth was, effectively, dying. It found that in the very long term the seas would become incapable of sustaining life, the soil would become incapable of sustaining crops, that the fresh water would become undrinkable and the air unbreathable. But it also concluded that, long before any of this happened, the mean temperature of the planet would rise dramatically because of the almost unprecedented levels of CO2s in the atmosphere (there had not been this much CO2 in the atmosphere for 650,000 years), causing the world’s ice sheets and permafrost to melt. This would happen gradually at first, but as temperatures rose and ice sheets melted, less of the sun’s light would be reflected back out into space, through the process known as albedo, and more heat would be absorbed, causing temperatures to spiral. This process would be aggravated by other, collateral failures of natural regulating systems, which would in turn accelerate the heating process. This was called “positive feedback.” 
 
    A further complication would be that, as the ice in the Antarctic melted, vast sea-based sheets would break off from the main, land-based sheets, relieving the continent of billions of tons of dead weight. This would in turn cause the Earth’s “skin” at the Antarctic to adjust and “spring back,” creating geothermal energy, heating and melting the land-based ice from the bottom up, causing it to float on a bed of several inches of melt-water and sludge, slide toward the sea and start to break up. When the Earth’s temperature reached a critical level, vast ice sheets, weighing billions of tons, would plunge into the ocean, causing catastrophic tsunamis and rises in sea levels.  
 
    These dramatic releases of weight could also cause shifts in the continental plates, causing both earthquakes and tsunamis to occur worldwide.  
 
    The report predicted that global temperatures would reach catastrophic levels “probably late in the 21st century,” and concluded that climatic changes, tsunamis, earthquakes and, above all, catastrophic rises in sea levels would be so rapid and so dramatic that the damage to human civilization would be incalculable, and that: “…recovery and return to an industrial, market-based society will be impossible.” 
 
    The report then examined a number of potential solutions but found them all unworkable because, “…modern human society is founded on a market economy which is dependent upon mass production and mass distribution of consumer goods, both of which require the massive use of energies generated, in the main, by the burning of fossil fuels…”. The only realistic means of halting and repairing the damage to the environment would be the cessation of all industrial activity, distribution and transport, requiring the burning of fossil fuels; but this would in itself have a catastrophic impact on the world economy, leading very rapidly to social collapse, widespread global famine and disease.  
 
    The report concluded, somewhat ambiguously, that if things continued as they were, mankind would be all but extinct by the end of the 21st century. But if an international accord could be achieved whereby all forms of fossil-fuel burning industry and transportation were stopped immediately, the bulk of humanity would be extinguished very rapidly thereafter.  
 
    It also highlighted, however, that such a measure was impracticable, as none of the major Western economies would be willing to take that step, and if they were, hostile economies, such as the Soviet Union or China, would seize the opportunity to swing the balance of international, political and military power in their favor. That state would then be in a position of absolute dominance in the world.  
 
    Following the report, the government of the United States set up the IC Executive (or ICE). The European Council, acting through the commission, created Directorate General 23 (DG23) and the government of the United Kingdom created the Department for Environmental Regeneration (DER), which, oddly, was attached to the MOD and answered directly to the PM without parliamentary accountability. Their briefs were almost identical, “…to institute, by whatever means necessary, the regeneration of the Earth’s environment.” Their budgets were undisclosed and they reported under prerogatives relating to national security, directly to their heads of state (except of course for DG23, which reported to the president of the European Commission). 
 
    The Danish mathematician, Christian Magnusson, was then commissioned to conduct research and draw up a report, using complex chaos-based equations and computer models, both developed by himself, to predict as accurately as he possibly could the date by which the ice caps in the Antarctic and Greenland would collapse. Precisely who commissioned the report is not clear. Neither is it clear whether he ever finished his research or concluded his calculations. His body was found in August 2003 in his house in West Sussex. He had died from a gunshot wound to the head. A Home Office press release at the time stated that he had committed suicide. However, the coroner’s report records his death as “death by misadventure.” No trace of his research was ever found.  
 
    As to the Lotus itself, the Vatican Library recently purchased from an undisclosed, private source in Dallas, Texas a number of original documents purporting to be from 4th-century BC Greece. According to the respected Antique Books Magazine, these were a series of letters from Plato to an Athenian correspondent, in which he referred to a Pythagorean equation and text which stated that a perfect, harmonic relationship between the Earth and Man would exist when the human population of the Earth reached the figure of 2,300,000, a figure which, he said, was based on the Cipher of Life, which, apparently, antedated Pythagoras.  
 
    The term “Lotus Cipher” was coined by Monsignor Tomas de Ahíno, a Vatican spokesman, though the Vatican then sought to distance itself from the term. 
 
    These documents were then, however, purportedly sold for an undisclosed sum to the Bibliothèque Fédéral Européen of the European Commission.  
 
    Both the Vatican and the European Commission now deny the existence of these documents. 
 
   


  
 

 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 VERDUGO 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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