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 ONE 
 
      
 
    I was in New York, in my apartment on Riverside Drive. Outside, the birds in the gardens along the river were going crazy because the sun was rising over the Canyons of Steel, and their brains were too small to remember that that happened every day. I was leaning on the kitchen doorjamb, drinking coffee and looking at the TV. There was a French guy, François Troyes, talking about his company and what they did. At least, that was what they’d invited him on the show to talk about, but so far, I still didn’t know what his company did. All I knew was that he was crazy. 
 
    “Megyn, you know? We ’ave to ask ourselves, what is the importance of the differences in the genetic coding of the different races on the planet. OK? Now, we know that there is, for example, very little difference between, for example, a fly and a ’uman being. So, the difference between a monkey, an ape, and a ’uman being is very very small. You and me, you know, Megyn, we are almost gorillas!” He laughed like he’d said something funny and Megyn laughed like he hadn’t. He didn’t care. He kept right on going. “So what we can see is that a very, very small difference in the genetic coding can make a very big difference in many things.” He held up both hands and looked theatrically alarmed. “No! You say to me, no! This is the ’ot potato. Do not touch this! Genetic differences in ’uman beings make the changes in appearance: blond ’air and blue eyes in the Germans, brown skin and curly ’air in the Africans, but it does not affect the emotions, the mind, the ’uman soul! This is racism! But believe me, Megyn, this potato is not so ’ot.” 
 
    Megyn smiled liked she had trodden in something she really hadn’t wanted to tread in. “You are certainly sailing in very controversial waters, Mr. Troyes. How exactly does this relate to your company’s work?” 
 
    He became suddenly intense. “Because the rejection of the SERESS Bill risks sending us to research in the Third World. Genetic differences, Megyn, make physical changes, but the biggest mistake that people ever made on this planet is to believe that emotions, they are not physical. But emotions, Megyn, emotions, they are purely and exclusively one ’undred percent physical! And this means that, with the smallest, half of a half of a percent alteration in the genetic coding, we can alter the emotional response to the environment. For this reasons we ’ave the French: emotional, fun-loving, artistic and sensual, and we ’ave the Scandinavians, practical, cerebral, methodical, emotionally disengaged from ’is environment…” 
 
    I figured I was never going to find out what this sensual, fun-loving Frenchman’s company did. And if I wanted half-baked theories on eugenics, I’d have more fun drinking a beer with Len, the Aryan barman at the Golden Shamrock on W96th. He’d probably make more sense, too. 
 
    Besides, I told myself as I drained my cup and grabbed my jacket, only women can get away with speaking with a French accent. It’s just one of those things, like wearing a bun. On men it’s stupid. Maybe it’s genetic encoding. 
 
    I collected my Zombie from the parking garage, emerged into the early August heat of Bloomingdale, and headed north and east, toward Harlem. I had the windows open and eased back in my seat as I crawled through the stop and start morning traffic, letting my mind play over the text message I had received the day before. It had read simply, My sister Carmencita told me if I needed help to message you. I think they are trying to kill me. 12C E126 Harlem. Charlie. 
 
    I’d spent a while wondering who the hell Carmencita was. I asked Abi, my new wife, and her kids, Sean and Primrose, but the name meant nothing to them. So then I asked Kenny, the butler I had inherited from my father, if the name meant anything to him or Rosalia, and he reminded me. Back in the days when I was trying to find Marni, I had helped a girl in Arizona, on the border with Mexico. She was owned and used by associates of the Sinaloa drugs cartel. I’d got her out, sent her to Boston, and told Kenny to look after her until she got on her feet[1]. It looked like I’d forgotten about her, but she hadn’t forgotten about me. 
 
    I had tried calling the number, but it was dead. I figured it had been a burner. The only thing to do was to check out the address.  
 
    I turned east into E125, then north for a block on Madison and finally made a left onto E126th. I was lucky to find a parking space in the dappled shade of a plane tree outside number 12. I killed the engine and climbed the eleven steps up the stoop to the big, stucco portal and the heavy wooden doors. There were four bells outside, for apartments A, B, C and D. B, C and D didn’t have names, but A had an ancient, faded card stuck beside the bell that said, Manager.  
 
    I rang on C a few times and got no response, so I rang on A and after a minute, a voice called up to me from below the stoop. It was a woman’s voice and it said, “Hoozat?” 
 
    I peered over the edge. She was anything between forty and a hundred and forty, almost spherical and roughly the color of a dumpling. She had short-sighted blue eyes that peered at me through the thick lenses of her heavy glasses. I smiled. 
 
    “I’m looking for Charlie.” 
 
    “He ain’t there.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why you ringin’ on the bell then?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t know when I started ringing. I only found out after. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I leaned on the edge with my elbows and, for some reason, asked, “How long have you not known where he was?” 
 
    “Since he ain’t been there.” 
 
    “And how long is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “If you did know, how long would it be?” 
 
    “’Bout a week. Bit more.” 
 
    “Do you own this house?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “You got a number where I can call him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Things were getting surreal and I thought I’d better get onto a firmer footing. I trotted down the steps and entered through the gate to the small front yard outside the basement flat. “Mrs…?” 
 
    “I’s the manager.” 
 
    I nodded. “Mrs. Manager. I urgently need to contact Charlie. It could be a matter of life or death…” 
 
    “His rent’s due next weekend. If he ain’t paid by Monday, he’s out.” 
 
    “Could you let me into his apartment?” 
 
    “You come back Monday, I’ll rent you the room.” 
 
    “Mrs. Manager, do you understand what I have just said to you?” 
 
    “If you come back Monday, I’ll rent you the room. Then you can go inside an’ have a look.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “He could be in real danger. I need to see him now.” 
 
    She fixed me with expressionless eyes that seemed to bulge through her lenses. “I can tell you where he works.” 
 
    “OK, that would be helpful.” 
 
    We stood looking at each other for a good five seconds. When you are staring at somebody in silence and they are staring back, five seconds is a very long time. Finally I reached into my jacket and pulled out my wallet. I gave her twenty bucks and she said, “Across the river, corner of Park Avenue an’ E138th. On Line Clothing dot Com. He weren’t nothin’ but a packin’ boy, for all the airs he liked to give himself. What you want with him, anyways?” 
 
    “Thanks for your help, Mrs. Manager.” 
 
    I turned and made my way out of the gate. She called after me, “That ain’t my name, you know? Will I see you Monday?” As I climbed into the Zombie, she was leaning over the gate, shouting, “If he don’t pay the rent, you can tell him he’s out!” 
 
    I pulled away and headed toward the Bronx. I crossed over the Madison Avenue Bridge and it took me directly to 138th. On Line Clothing wasn’t hard to find. It occupied a shabby, dirty-white two-story building on the corner of Park Avenue. It had two steel roller-blinds in the up position and a couple of vans parked inside what looked like loading bays.  
 
    I did a ‘U’ and parked on the corner. Then I climbed out and pushed through a wooden door with glass panes in it that gave onto a small reception area. A girl sitting behind a cheap, fake-wood counter chewed gum at me and waited. I leaned on the counter and said, “I need to see whoever is in charge.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Somebody who needs to see whoever is in charge.” 
 
    “That would be Sammy.” She said it like that might change my mind, then added. “He owns the place.” 
 
    I asked her with my eyebrows what she was waiting for. She sighed, picked up an old-fashioned telephone and pressed some buttons. She was still chewing. While we waited I said, “You must have strong jaw muscles.” 
 
    She looked at me but didn’t answer. She blew a big, pink bubble instead and said, “Sammy? Guy here wants to talk to you. He won’t tell me.”  
 
    I mouthed, “It’s personal.” 
 
    “He says it’s personal… OK.” She hung up. “He’ll be right down.” 
 
    She picked up a magazine that had lots of pictures in it of people who could afford things that she couldn’t. I watched her chew and look at the photographs. After a moment I asked her, “Can you bite through bone with those jaws?” 
 
    She didn’t look up. She just said, “Bite me.” 
 
    A door opened and a man in his fifties came through it, frowning at me like he already knew I was wasting his time. He said, “Yuh?”  
 
    Back in the day, when I was still searching for Marni, I had occasion once to borrow an ID card and badge from a Federal Special Agent called Maclean[2]. I had eventually had to return it, but I’d managed to make a good copy before I did. It’s a useful thing to have, and I like to keep it about my person, for situations when I think somebody is going to be too busy to talk to me. I pulled it out of my pocket now and showed it to him. 
 
    “Is there somewhere where we can talk in private?” 
 
    He sighed and pointed at the door he’d just come through. “Upstairs, in my office.” 
 
    We climbed a narrow flight of stairs carpeted in a shade of gray that made a nice match for the peeling gray-green paint on the walls. We emerged at the top into a long room with two long, narrow tables in the middle. There were racks of clothes wrapped in plastic lined up against the walls and forming several aisles down the center. Amongst this dense undergrowth of steel racks and plastic-wrapped clothes, people moved, holding bags, boxes, and order forms, collecting clothes and wrapping them to fill mail orders. 
 
    Sammy led me on a zigzag course through several of the aisles to a small office at one end of the room. He pushed through the door and fell into a chair behind a desk covered in drifts of paper. Among them, I could make out a phone and a laptop. I sat opposite him and he said, “I can give you ten minutes. I ain’t being uncooperative, but I got a business to run. You got your job, I got mine.” 
 
    I tried to sound like I cared and said, “I appreciate your time, Mr…” 
 
    “Sami.” 
 
    “Sammy Sami?” 
 
    He spread his hands. 
 
    I went on. “You have an employee, one of your packers, his name is Charlie…” 
 
    “Had.” He interrupted me. “Charlie Vazquez. I fired him.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He made a face of mild, justifiable outrage and shrugged. “You don’t show up to work, you don’t go no job! It’s the way it works. You show up to work, you get paid, fair an’ square. You don’t show up to work, you don’t got a job. Fair an’ square. Is that unreasonable?” 
 
    “When did he last come in?” 
 
    “What’s today?” He glanced at a calendar on his desk, half buried in paper. “Monday, 9th. Friday before last. He never showed Monday. If you find him, tell him he got fired.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. What can you tell me about him? He have any friends here?” 
 
    He tucked his chin in, mouth wide open, and looked at me like I was insane. “Naaah… You kidding me? College kid. Too good for these bums. Kept his distance.” He shrugged again. “Nice kid, my daughter goes to college, you know, polite, never a bad word, no attitude, do anything you asked him…” He nodded a lot. “Punctual. Punctual to a fault. I don’t think the kid ever slept, you know what I’m sayin’? We do shifts, we keep goin’ twenty-four seven. Whatever time you tell him to be here, he was here, wide awake. I never saw nothin’ like it. And smart. You never had to tell him nothin’ twice. Sharp. You know what I mean?” He shrugged. “Sorry to lose him.” 
 
    “Where’d he go to college?” 
 
    He gave me a skeptical leer. “I can tell you what he said. I don’t know if it’s true. He said he was studying biology at Columbia. Maybe he was, maybe he wasn’t. He was smart, but what can I tell you? There are a lot of smart people who don’t go to Columbia, right?” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what to make of what he was telling me. I frowned. “The last few times he came in to work. Did he seem troubled, nervous, unhappy in any way…” 
 
    He shook his head. “Naah… He was like…” He laughed. “Like a fuckin’ Mexican jumpin’ bean. Zip! Zip! Zip! Pow! Pow! Pow! I tell him to do something: ‘OK Sammy!’ and he’s off! I tell him to do somethin’ else: ‘OK, Sammy!’ and he’s gone. Zip! Pow! And he’s done it. He was a damn good worker. The best. But hey, you don’t turn up, you don’t call. What can I do? This is a business, not a fuckin’ charity. Am I right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Biology, huh?” 
 
    “S’what he said.” 
 
    “OK, I won’t take up any more of your time, Mr. Sami. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Hey! Always happy to help the Feds. You guys do important work. Respect, man. You know the way out, right? If I can help any more, call.” 
 
    I made my way through the maze of clothes racks and down the narrow staircase back into reception. Before stepping outside, I paused and leaned over the reception desk to look down at the Chewing Gum Monster. She raised her eyes from her magazine and chewed at me without expression. I smiled like I meant it and said, “Did anybody ever tell you you have a beautiful smile?” 
 
    She studied me a moment, then gave her head a little up-and-down waggle. “Yah…” 
 
    I winked and grinned. “They lied.” 
 
    I stepped out into the glare of the late morning, August sunshine and stared up at the cloudless sky for a bit. Then I climbed behind the wheel of the Zombie and sat staring at the traffic grinding its way relentlessly over the unforgiving concrete. It was getting hot.  
 
    I gently thumped the steering wheel with my fist. Nothing was making any sense. Nothing was making sense because I had nothing to make sense with. I had a text message from somebody who claimed to be ‘Charlie’, Carmencita’s brother, but I had no way of knowing for sure, unless I contacted her, and at this stage I did not want to do that. I figured Carmencita had been through enough for one lifetime. She didn’t need a scare like this, especially as it might turn out to be nothing. So I had his text message, and I had a kid called Charlie Vazquez, who was a great worker, and had disappeared over the weekend.  
 
    A kid who claimed to be a biology student at Columbia.  
 
    I sighed and shrugged. That much, at least, I could confirm. 
 
   


 
  

 TWO 
 
      
 
    I parked on Amsterdam Avenue and made my way into the Department of Biological Sciences via the pedestrian passageway that leads to the Fairchild Center. I found the student office, confirmed that Charles Vazquez of E 126th Street was a student there, and was directed to his tutor, Ken Chang, who was lecturing a class at that time, but would be finishing in the next ten minutes.  
 
    I found the classroom and waited outside till the doors opened and all the bright, young things started spilling out. When they had begun to disperse, I shouldered my way into the echoing, empty amphitheatre. Ken Chang was standing at an ancient, wooden table, stuffing books and papers into an old leather satchel. He was in his mid thirties and had ‘Big IQ’ written all over his face. He glanced at me and summed me up as I approached him. By his expression, I figured he didn’t like what he made of me. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    I tried to smile amiably and said, “I hope so. I’m looking for Charlie Vazquez.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think he might be in trouble. I’m a friend of his sister’s.” 
 
    He frowned as he did up his satchel, then paused to look at me. “He’s not here. What kind of trouble and how do I know that you are telling the truth?” 
 
    “I know he’s not. I’m not sure what kind of trouble. He seems to have disappeared. He hasn’t been at his apartment or at his job for about a week.” 
 
    He sighed and scratched an eyebrow. “A week is about when I last saw him, Mr.…” 
 
    “Walker. Lacklan Walker.” I could sense he wanted to get away. I echoed his sigh. “Mr. Chang, I have driven down from Boston because I received a rather worrying text message from Charles. I have never met him, but I was able to help his sister out of serious trouble a while back, and she gave him my number. The message suggests that he could be at risk.” 
 
    “Have you contacted the police?” 
 
    I spread my hands. “I’m not sure I need to yet. Everyone I talk to either gives me the run around or the brush off.” I gestured at him. “You’re his tutor, I am hoping you will take a bit more of an interest.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and managed a reluctant smile. “OK, Mr. Walker, you made your point. What can I tell you? The last time I saw Charlie was the Friday before last. He hasn’t been in all week. The office has called him on a couple of occasions and received no response. We have over six thousand students at Columbia, Mr. Walker. We have to assume that they are adults and that they are responsible. We are educators, not surrogate parents.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Did he confide in you at all?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, he’s a bit of a loner, to be honest. Not antisocial, just a bit…” He thought about the word. “…private. He has a few friends he talks to, but they don’t really hang out. Nice kid, though, polite, exceptionally bright. His grades are outstandingly good and improving. And a hard worker, tireless. He has a very bright future, if he stays the course.” He shrugged. “There’s not much more I can tell you. If you want to leave me a card, I can contact you when he shows up.”  
 
    I fished out a card and handed it to him. As he took it, he looked past me and pointed. “That’s who you need to talk to, Sally-Anne.” 
 
    I turned and looked. There was a small knot of students standing outside the door, talking to each other. The center of the group seemed to be a lively, noisy girl with frizzy blond hair who kept laughing and stamping her foot. She was talking to a very thin guy with long, black hair and heavy horn-rimmed glasses. There were also two blond guys in attendance, one sporting a vast red beard. 
 
    I thanked Chang and made my way toward the group. The girl saw me approaching and gave me a look that said she didn’t know if she liked me. I smiled, which made her feel better. 
 
    “Sally-Anne?” 
 
    They all looked. She grinned, bent her knees in a funny little crouch and said, “What did I do?” 
 
    “Plenty, I’m sure, but nothing that I’m aware of.” She laughed and I smiled. “I’m a friend of Carmen Vazquez, Charlie’s sister…” 
 
    She made a face of curiosity and the lanky guy with the black hair said, “Oh, dude, yeah. We haven’t seen him since like…” He turned to Sally-Anne, then the other two, and they all looked at each other and shook their heads together, doing a kind of funny dance on bended knees. 
 
    Then they all said at once, “A week?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. That’s why she’s worried. Do you guys hang out with him much?” 
 
    It was Red Beard who answered. “Naah… He doesn’t hang with us. He’s a nice guy. I like him. And smart, real smart. But he has his own friends, not from Columbia, you know? And he usually hangs out with them.” 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “Is this a kind of Latino thing…?” 
 
    “No, man! No! Nothing like that. No, I mean, they hang out at a Latino bar? The Mezcal!” They all laughed and did their bent knee dance. “It’s a cool bar, but his crowd weren’t Latino.” He looked at Sally-Anne. “Right?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Can you remember Peter?” She looked at the guy with black hair but didn’t wait for an answer. “Uh, Zak, he was Chinese…” 
 
    “Taiwanese.” 
 
    “Taiwanese. Whatever!” She laughed. “Then there was Bran, I think he was Australian…?” 
 
    Peter continued, “And the German guy, what was his name? They were both ‘H’ names - Hans and Hattie. He was German, or Austrian, and she was British. We kind of went to the Mezcal with them couple of times. They were cool, kind of geeky, but, you know, not really our scene.” 
 
    They looked at each other for confirmation and all nodded. I asked, “The Mezcal?” 
 
    “Yeah, on 7th and West 121st. It’s a late night bar, Mexican theme, but it’s cool. It’s a nice vibe in there. That’s probably where you’ll find him. You know? We were talking and we thought, some people are just too smart to study? Charlie was like that. He was like, on fire.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks.” I was about to go, but stopped. “Was there anybody else, here, at college, that he used to talk to? Anyone he might have confided in if he had problems? A tutor maybe…?” 
 
    They all looked at each other again and Red Beard spoke to them instead of me. “Yuh? Maybe? He talks a lot to that Nano-Tek lecturer. You know? She’s really hot? She has long, black hair.” 
 
    Sally-Anne laughed. “Dr. Salcedo! She is hot! Even I think she’s hot and I’m straight!” 
 
    I smiled like I thought she was a scream and said, “Where can I find her, do you know?” 
 
    Peter looked at his watch. “Right now you’ll probably catch her at Brownie’s Café. You can’t miss her. She’s like, really hot, and she has black hair in a bun, and a kind of feminine light dress, and she carries her stuff around in a kind of cute straw basket. You’ll know her when you see her. Dr. Olga Lucia Salcedo.” 
 
    They all laughed in unison at his description. I thanked them again and made my way out of the building and along the path toward Avery Hall. It was lunchtime and there were a lot of people going that way, but as I approached the entrance to the Hall I noticed a young woman coming out. She was exactly as Peter had described her: perhaps five four, with blue-black hair in a bun, olive skin and a body that was perfect in its proportions, curvaceous, generous and graceful. She wore a light, cotton dress and carried a straw basket over her shoulder. In her hand she had a paper bag. Her face was exquisite and she used it to frown at me as I approached. 
 
    “Olga Lucia Salcedo?” 
 
    “Doctor Salcedo.” There was no arrogance in the way she said it. She just wanted to define boundaries. I smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I was wondering if I could talk to you about Charlie Vazquez.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “Why?” 
 
    “Why was I wondering, or why do I want to ask you?” 
 
    “Both, and why me? I don’t understand. I am not his tutor.” 
 
    “I was told he confided in you, that you were an unofficial mentor…” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    I paused and gave her a frown as deep as her own, then counted slowly to three. “Doctor, why is this an issue? I am not from the IRS, the FBI, the CIA or any other sinister acronym you can think of. I am simply a friend of the family who is concerned for Charlie’s safety. Why the hostile reception?” 
 
    She sighed and seemed to sag a little. “Forgive me. New York. It puts you on the defensive after a while.” 
 
    I smiled understanding and said, “You’re not a New Yorker? Neithr am I, and I have to say we do things a little differently in New England. I don’t want to take up your lunch hour, Doctor, I just want to ask you about Charlie. Nobody’s heard from him in over a week…” 
 
    I trailed off, inviting her to answer. She hesitated a moment, then said, “You’d better come to my room, though there isn’t much I can really tell you.” 
 
    I followed her back into the biology building and up a couple of floors to her office. It wasn’t huge, but it was big enough, and it was comfortable. She had a window with a view of he Davis Auditorium and some gardens beyond, and a wooden desk that was overloaded with papers. She put her paper bag on the desk and sat, then gestured to a chair opposite. I sat and watched her open the bag. 
 
    “Do you mind if I eat while we talk? I haven’t got much time.” 
 
    “Please do.” I leaned back. “Dr. Salcedo, Charlie has been missing for about a week. His landlady hasn’t seen him, he hasn’t been to work and he hasn’t shown up for class. Did he say anything to you recently that might suggest he was worried, stressed, unhappy…” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Are you a cop? You talk like a cop.” 
 
    “I already told you I’m not.” 
 
    “You said you weren’t IRS, CIA or FBI. You omitted NYPD. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “Walker, Lacklan Walker. Would it make a difference if I was a cop?” 
 
    “None at all.” She reached in her brown paper bag and pulled out a tuna sandwich. “Charlie had been talking for a while about how he was unhappy in New York. He was struggling to make enough money to live; New York, as I am sure you know, is a very expensive city. He didn’t want to worry his family…” She trailed off, bit into her sandwich and studied me a moment while she chewed. “You said you’re a friend of the family?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know his sister.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the family?” 
 
    I shook my head, curious about where she was going. She shrugged. 
 
    “He is a really nice kid, a lot of potential. He could be brilliant. Works really hard and has phenomenal energy. I don’t know how he does it, but he can get by on two or three hours sleep a night, hold down his job and his studies.” She bit into her sandwich again and spoke with her mouth full. “But you can’t keep up that kind rhythm indefinitely. Sooner or later…” She swallowed. “Something’s got to give, right? I think he was getting depressed. He told me he was desperate to go back to Mexico, to chill, to forget about work, about studies, about meeting his parents’ expectations and,” she smiled, “especially his sister’s expectations. Are you a Catholic, Mr. Walker? With a name like Walker, I am guessing you are not.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that stereotyping, Dr. Salcedo?” 
 
    “Yup. I’m not PC, Mr. Walker. Stereotypes are all rooted in truth. The Latino Catholic family, I don’t care if it’s in Italy or Spain or Colombia—or in the Bronx—it can be a wonderful, magical, empowering thing. Or it can be a crucifix: a cross you have to carry all your life along the path to Calvary, to your final place of sacrifice, where you give your body, your blood and your soul for your people, your family.” She shrugged. “New York is a godless place. It is one of the things I like about it. An intelligent guy like Charlie, he came to question a lot of things while he was here. In the end, it was all a little too much for him, and what he wanted, more than anything else, was to go back to Mexico; to reconnect.” 
 
    “And he couldn’t tell anyone? Not even his job and his tutor?” 
 
    “So they could all jump on him and tell him not to throw his career away?” She gestured across the desk at me. “Look at you, a total stranger, not even family! And yet here you are, on behalf of his sister, asking about him, where he is, what he’s doing! Is that normal? No, it is the measure of control that a family from our culture can have over its members sometimes. He’ll be in touch.” 
 
    I studied her face for a long moment. “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “No. And believe me, it is more than my job is worth to lie about that to a representative of his family. If I knew, I would offer to contact him on your behalf. But I don’t. If he contacts me, I will contact you. Give me your number and tell me where you’re staying.” I gave her my card and she studied it a moment, then put it by her phone. “He’ll be in touch soon, Mr. Walker. I am sure of it.” 
 
    I smiled at her and tried to make it look grateful. “I have taken up enough of your time. Thank you for all your help, and your insights, Dr. Salcedo.”  
 
    I stood and she stood too, shaking her head and licking her fingers. “Not at all. I am sure it will all work out fine.” 
 
    We fumbled over not shaking hands, which she showed me had tuna and mayonnaise on them, and I made my way to the door. There, I stopped and turned back. “One last question, if I may. I have been told to visit the Mezcal, a bar near here. Do you know where that is?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure, 7th and West 121st.” 
 
    “I’ve been told he frequents that bar.” 
 
    She shrugged, shook her head, smiled. “I have no idea, Mr. Walker. He is a student and I am a lecturer. As you can imagine, we don’t socialize.”  
 
    “Of course. Thanks again.” 
 
    I let myself out and made my way down the stairs at a slow tread with my hands in my pockets and chewing my lip. I was no closer to knowing what had happened to Charlie, or why he had thought that his life was in danger, but I had a clearer idea of who he was, and of the people who were important in his life. Of those people, there were four that I needed to talk to; four whom I was certain would know why he had sent me that text. And I was going to meet them that night at the Mezcal. 
 
    I stepped out onto Amsterdam Avenue and went and leaned on the roof of my car. It was hot enough to warm my arms through my sleeves. I looked up at the blue sky and wondered if Charlie was still alive. I was pretty sure that he was either dead or on the run. And that made me wonder why Dr. Lucia Salcedo had lied to me. Was she hiding something? Or was she hiding him? 
 
   


 
  

 THREE 
 
      
 
    The Mezcal was just half a mile from the Columbia campus, on the other side of Morningside Park. I decided to walk because I reasoned that exercising my legs would help my brain to work. I don’t know if the reasoning was sound or flawed, but half a mile of walking and fifteen minutes of staring at grinding traffic did nothing to clear my mind. It just made me very aware of the eight million people milling around me in human streams, surging along thousands of miles of sidewalks, gushing into parks, squares and gardens, spilling over the blacktop between the cars, drawn relentlessly toward their twin goals, to produce and consume, with blind, unthinking obedience to their masters. 
 
    It made me think of that, but it got me no closer to understanding what had happened to Charlie Vazquez. 
 
    The Mezcal stood on the corner. It had a small, fenced terrace outside, with a couple of tables and a friendly, blonde waitress in a long, blue apron standing by the door, holding a tray. She didn’t look Mexican. She looked Swedish. She watched me approach with naught eyes and as I came through the gate to the terrace she said, “You wanna sit outside in the sun, or you wanna sit inside in the dark?” 
 
    She was definitely Scandinavian. I answered without smiling, “Like my ancestors, I am a creature of the dark. I crave the shadows.” 
 
    She laughed like she thought I was silly but she liked silly, and held the door open for me. Inside, it was as though whoever designed it had read Carlos Castaneda and thought a trip to Mexico was an unnecessary extravagance. It was rich in stereotypes disguised as archetypes: murals of shaman who become eagles, cacti that open burning portals to parallel worlds, and deserts inhabited by the walking dead, sponsored by Harley Davidson and Zippo. The walls were mock adobe, with rounded edges and no sharp corners, all painted in yellow and ochre lime wash. There were lots of ‘organic’ alcoves with eclectic sofas and huge armchairs, and at the far end there was a long, highly polished bar. The music was equally generic: panpipes evoking mountains and condors that belonged to a different continent, but who cares? As Janice said, you know you’ve got it, if it makes you feel good. Yes indeed.  
 
    There was a young couple sitting at the bar talking to the barman, but aside from that, the place was empty. As I approached, I could hear from his accent that the bartender was a New Zealander. The couple he was talking to sounded European, but it was hard to pin them down. He left them as I leaned on the bar, and wiped the space in front of me with a cloth. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “Give me a cold beer.” As he leaned into the fridge, I said, “Say, I’m looking for a friend. We lost touch, but they told me he hangs out here sometimes.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s his name?” 
 
    He cracked the bottle and put it in front of me with a glass. I picked up the bottle and took a pull, smacked my lips and said, “Charlie. Charlie Vazquez. He comes here with his friends…” 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “Ah, yis.” He looked over at the couple. “Guys? You seen Charlie lately?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned back to me. “I haven’t seen him, I dunno, maybe a week. I think he was here Saturday? Not last Saturday, the one before. But, you know, Saturday’s pretty crazy. Pretty sure he was here, though.” 
 
    The couple had turned to face me. He had a wispy, blond beard that looked like it could use some fertilizer. It hung in translucent threads around a soft, pink mouth. His eyes said he was kind, and concerned about the human condition. The girl was well-built and had henna-colored hair tied back from a very white face with very blue eyes. She was leaning on the guy. I wondered briefly if that was wise. He spoke first. 
 
    “Yuh, we was hangin’ out in the alcove. It was all the crazies there.” He laughed. “We call them the crazies, because each one of them is, you know…” He made circular motions around his temple with his finger and rolled his eyes. “Zack, Bran, Hans and Hattie. The whole gang.” 
 
    He laughed like he wanted me to join in, so I did. “Ohh…!” I said, in an ‘oh-oh, danger!’ voice. “Those guys!” 
 
    The girl’s eyes went wide. “I know, right? Crazy or what? Like the X-men off Geek Lant!” 
 
    The barman gestured at them. “Marcus and Blanka. They’re from the Czech Republic?” 
 
    I held out my hand. “Lacklan.” We shook and I reached across the bar to the Kiwi. We shook too. “You have a pretty international crowd.” 
 
    “Matt. Yis, we do that. So how come you’re looking for Charlie? What’s the little tike done this time?” 
 
    Before answering, I bought a round, like there was no real urgency to my search. We toasted, I took a pull and sighed. “Yeah, it’s not really me. It’s Carmen, his sister. You know her?” They all shook their heads. “She’s cute, but she’s Latina and thinks she’s everybody’s mom, know what I mean?” We all laughed at the trope we knew and loved. “One minute she’s feeding you, and the next she’s screaming at you because you didn’t wipe your feet on the mat. And beautiful, man!” I spread my hands. “So, she hasn’t heard from Charlie for a week and she calles me.” I did a fair generic Mexican accent. “Ay! Lacklan, please, you godda fine Chalie, I donno gua happeng to hing! He don’ call me!” We all laughed again and I shrugged. “’Course I am crazy about her and I can’t say no, so I have to do what she asks me.” 
 
    Blanka giggled and grabbed hold of Marcus. “Oh, my Marcus is the same.” 
 
    They kissed and I looked at Matt. “So, not since Saturday 30th, huh? I’ve been to his apartment, but the landlady hasn’t seen him there for a week. I don’t know, it seems like a week ago, he just vanished.” 
 
    Marcus disengaged himself from his girl and said, “Maybe talk to the guys, yuh?” 
 
    “Zack, Bran…?” 
 
    Blanka said, “Yeah, they always hangin’ together, like, all the time. You know? They are so crazy they probably just went to Vegas or somesink like this.” 
 
    “Yuh, it could be.” Marcus nodded. “On Saturday, they had money. They was talking about some job. It was paying good. Maybe they went for a road trip. Route 66 or some shit.” 
 
    Matt was frowning at me. “Why don’t you call him, mate?” 
 
    “First thing I did. His cell is switched off. Say…” I made a face that was apologetic. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but truth is, I am kind a worried. Have you any way I could contact Zack, Bran…?” 
 
    They exchanged glances and Matt nodded a few times. “Yeah, sure, mate. Marcus, have you got…?” 
 
    Marcus pulled his cell from his pocket and Blanka followed suit. I opened my address book. 
 
    Blanka spoke first. “OK, Zack: 74, 127th Street, just opposite the choir school. You know where is it?” I nodded and she gave me his cell number. “Is real close to Charlie. They mostly all live right close to each other.”  
 
    Marcus said, “Bran is, like, almost Zack’s neighbor. He’s on the same street, but on the other side of Madison Avenue, number twenty three, on the ground floor.” 
 
    “The first floor.” 
 
    “OK, the first floor, yuh. His cell number…” 
 
    He gave me the number while Blanka scrolled through her address book again. “Hans and Hattie. They were not so close. They are staying with, like, this amazink family in the Bronx, right on the river. Uh… 208, Betts Avenue. Big garden right down to the water. Fuckin’ amazing place. And so sweet people, they are just, like, in their own family. So far out.” 
 
    I asked if they were hungry. They said they were and I told Matt to give us three burgers and three more beers. Blanka and Marcus wanted vegan burgers. I asked Matt if the season was open yet on vegans. He laughed, but they didn’t get it. 
 
    While they were preparing the food, I said, “So, the crazies, huh? What’s with those guys?” I shook my head, like I knew exactly what was with those guys. 
 
    Matt leaned on the counter. “Last week? I told Bran to recite the fifty-two states of the U.S.A. in alphabetical order? Straight off, no sweat. Didn’t even try. I told him to start at ‘I’ and go backward. No problem. I made up, on the spot, an alpha-numeric code with twenty-one digits. He looked at it for ten seconds and recited it perfectly. But an hour and ten shots later, I asked him again, and he still remembered the fuckin’ thing, to perfection. The guy is, like, you know! I mean, that is, like, his superpower.” 
 
    Suddenly, I had an uncomfortable feeling in my mind. It was like a hungry leopard had just come in and flopped down in the corner, watching us. I smiled and took a chance. “Each one of them has his thing. Charlie: I don’t know how that guy gets by with so little sleep. Where the hell does he get his energy from?” 
 
    Blanka took the bait. “Yuh! Right? He’ll be here drinking till three or four in the mornink, then he is up at seven to go for runink.” 
 
    I nodded. “Efficiency incarnate.” 
 
    Blanka punched my arm. “But what about Zack?”  
 
    I’d been wondering the same thing and was hoping she’d tell me. I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Tell me about it! What’s your Zack story?” 
 
    “He is, like, fucking savant, man! We was playing a game, you remember, Matt? I hat the calculator, and I told him, eighty-three, multiplied by forty-two, divided by eight point seven. I just made it up, like, on the spot. And fuckin’ hell, man. He was as quick as the calculator, and he was right to six positions! I was so freaked I wrote it down. And he says, ‘Ah! That is just arithmetic. Mathematics is more interesting,’ and he tries to explain Hawking’s equation to me, you know? Where time goes backward? I told him, ‘Fuckin’ hell, man! No way!’” 
 
    I laughed. “That guy! A genius!” 
 
    Matt was looking at the floor. “The one who gets me? I would never interfere in a relationship, right? That is sacred to me, but man, if she is ever single!” 
 
    “Hattie?” 
 
    He nodded. “The… empathy! I mean, she can just look at you, and she knows what you’re feeling, man! She reads people like she can just see inside their fuckin’ souls! And she fuckin’ cares! That’s what blows my fuckin’ mind. She’s, like, I don’t know, enlightened or something.” 
 
    Marcus shrugged. “Yuh, I know you are into her, but isn’t she just the perfect partner for Hans? He does the same think but with the environment!” He leaned forward at me with wide eyes. “I am not kidding you, man. It is weird! Like Sherlock Holmes. He can, like, just come into a room and say, ‘Oh, that guy just broke up with his vife, she has gone to Orlando…” The other two started laughing and nodding. Marcus went on, suppressing his own laughter. “This woman just got pregnant from a guy who is not her husband, he was Swedish and has a limp. That guy over there works in the accounts department of a lumber company and he plays the violin…” 
 
    Our burgers arrived and we ate them while they exchanged astounding stories about The Crazies and their brilliant exploits. I finished my lunch and asked for the bill, and while Matt was at the till I said, “Who was that beautiful chick who sometimes hangs out with them? What was her name…? Real cute, Latina, black hair, very feminine…” 
 
    Blanka nodded. “Yuh, yuh, a little older, but Charlie is pretty sweet on her, and sometimes I sink it is a little bit mutual. You know, Marcus, don’t pretend. He thinks I am jealous!” Marcus was shrugging so she turned to Matt. “Who was that girl? You liked her, too, very beautiful, Hispanic…” 
 
    He came back with my bill, smiling. “Lucia. A little old. She must be, what? Thirty? No offense, mate, not that thirty is old, but, you know... Anyway, she was hot as mustard. Gorgeous.” 
 
    I nodded. “Lucia! Olga Lucia. I remember now.” I put my money down and stood. “OK, guys, thanks for everything. Maybe I’ll come back and we’ll do some shots one night.” 
 
    I left them reminiscing and drinking into the afternoon and made my way back toward Amsterdam. I was still haunted by the uncomfortable feeling that I was sharing a confined space with a lethal, hungry animal. If the whole thing hadn’t made much sense that morning, now it was insane and made no sense at all. For some reason I couldn’t fathom, the fact that all five of them seemed to be prodigies of some sort made me feel… I sighed, stared up at the sky as I walked, and tried to identify the feeling. All I could think of was the leopard in the corner, watching me. It was somehow menacing. 
 
    Menacing... but it was more than that, because it was something unseen, unknown, and not understood. Something that made no sense. How the hell did Charlie come to stumble on this group of savants in the middle of New York? Were they college students? And what was with the international club? Marcus and Blanka from the Czech Republic, Matt from New Zealand, Charlie from Mexico, Zack from Taiwan, Bran from Australia, Hans from Germany and Hattie from the U.K. And each one a genius of some sort.  
 
    I wondered about Olga Lucia. Obviously she was Latina, ethnically, but her accent said she was born and bred in California. But then, was she part of the group, or an ‘outsider’? 
 
    And in any case, how could her nationality have any relevance to anything? It was absurd. The whole thing was absurd. But it went on: why had she lied to me about meeting Charlie at the bar? And what was a university lecturer doing hanging out with kids at the Mezcal? Holding on to her youth? At thirty something that seemed absurd, especially looking the way she did.  
 
    I sighed and thrust my hands deep in my pockets. In any case, what defined this group was not their age, it was their extraordinary minds. Was that what drew her to the group?  
 
    I chewed my lip and shook my head to myself. Even if it was, how did all of this add up to a text message telling me ‘they’ were trying to kill him? Who was ‘they’? Were his genius friends trying to eliminate him? How did it all tie in with his disappearance a week ago?  
 
    I arrived at Amsterdam Avenue, pulled my key from my pocket and climbed into my car. Then I sat for ten minutes drumming my fingers on the steering wheel, watching the slow dirge of traffic.  
 
    He disappeared a week ago, but he had sent me the text less than forty-eight hours ago. So he didn’t disappear because he was dead, or because he had been abducted and murdered by a cabal of evil geniuses. Logic dictated he disappeared because he’d gone on the run. So if he had gone on the run, why the hell did he give me his address, knowing full well I would not find him there? You didn’t need to be a genius or a savant to work that one out. Clearly, there was something in the apartment I would find, and he wanted me to find. 
 
    I fired up the Zombie, slipped silently into the stream of traffic and headed south, toward my apartment. I needed a shower and a change of clothes, and I needed a search warrant for Charlie’s apartment. You’d think it would be impossible for a civilian to get a search warrant, but you’d be wrong. All you have to do is download one as a PDF from the relevant government site. Then you need an illegible judge’s signature, an official-looking stamp and a person stupid enough to believe it’s all real. Faced with an authoritative manner and a convincing badge, most people are that stupid. It’s called obedience to authority. They are trained in it, right from kindergarten. 
 
   


 
  

 FOUR 
 
      
 
    Two hours later I stood in front of a dilapidated brownstone on 127th Street and wondered if I had the right place. It didn’t look like the kind of place you’d expect a mathematical genius to live. The windows in the basement were caked with grime. In the front yard there was an old cooker, and a fridge next to it, each with its own expanding areas of rust and mold. There were bags of trash, too, stacked against the wall, with holes in them where animals had started pulling out the contents.  
 
    The first floor bow window showed signs of habitation: there was a brown blanket nailed over the window that had been hoisted with pieces of string to let the light in, and inside I could make out posters on the walls. There was nothing original about them: Van Gogh’s sunflowers and a couple of pre-Raphaelites. I climbed the steps and pressed the bell. I didn’t hear ringing inside, so I hammered on the door. Nothing happened again, so I hammered some more until I heard feet thumping down stairs, and after a moment the door opened.  
 
    The person looking up at me might have been Frankenstein’s monster’s baby brother, or sister, it wasn’t clear; but whoever it was seemed to be held together with pins and bits of chain, and there were several bits of face that looked like they might drop off at any moment, especially around the ears. I tried to smile but only managed to look worried. “Is Zack in?” 
 
    His voice gave him away as a boy. He frowned and said, “Zack?” 
 
    I nodded. “Taiwanese guy. He lives here.” 
 
    “I know who he is. He lives here.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure for a moment what to answer to that. In the end I settled on, “So, is he in?” 
 
    “You, like, family or a friend or something?” 
 
    I figured as I seemed to have stepped through the looking glass, I may as well be the mad hatter, and said, “Yeah, I’m his uncle. You going to tell me if he’s in, or do I have to get on my knees and beg?” 
 
    He hesitated a moment, then stepped back. “You want to come in?” 
 
     “Thanks…” 
 
    He led me through a spacious, but dilapidated hall to a big living room with a dirty, brown carpet and lots of flaking paint and broken stucco. There was furniture that looked as if it had been rescued from dumpsters around Harlem, or donated by charities that weren’t very charitable.  
 
    And there were people. There was something tragic about them. They looked like infirm caricatures of themselves. Not one of them weighed more than a hundred and ten pounds. Not one of them had a tan. Not one of them looked like they’d had any kind of healthy motivation in the last ten years. They all looked at me with something that might once have been curiosity, but had forgotten how to be. 
 
    A couple of them stood and said they were going to their rooms, and hurried away like pale, frightened smoke. Three remained: a blonde girl in jeans and a red leather jacket, sitting cross-legged in the corner of a broken sofa, rolling a joint; a guy in black whose arms and legs were roughly the same size, who had a steel pin through his nose and eyes empty of all feeling; and a third guy, with long hair and dirty jeans, who was lying on the floor, curled up in the corner, asleep. The Baby Frankenstein said, “This is Zack’s uncle. He’s looking for Zack.” 
 
    The girl in the red jacket stopped rolling and looked at me, then she looked at Baby Frankie. After that she turned back to her joint and started to lick it. 
 
    Baby Frankie said, “I’m Orlando. You want to sit down?” 
 
    There was a chair next to me, so I nodded and said, “Sure, Orlando. Thanks. How about Zack, is he here?” 
 
    The kid in black looked at Orlando and said, “I could make some green tea.” 
 
    They nodded at each other and he left on hurrying, unsteady legs and bare white feet. Orlando said, “That’s Pete. We have a kitchen. Everything works. That’s Tracy. She has a job.” 
 
    Tracy smiled at me. It wasn’t a nice smile. Orlando crossed the room and sat carefully on the other end of the sofa, placing his hands in his lap as he did so. I said, “I appreciate the trouble you’re taking, Orlando. It’s very kind of you, but do you think, maybe, you could tell me where Zack is?” 
 
    His eyes seemed to shift, first this way, then that, like he was watching a slow-moving butterfly drifting around the room. They settled eventually on the kitchen door, like he thought maybe Pete should come back with the green tea before he answered my question. But it was Tracy who spoke, with a slightly malevolent smile. 
 
    “Zack is dead,” she said. “How come you didn’t know that, if you’re his uncle?” 
 
    I stared at her, then looked at Orlando. He was watching me, with his hands still primly on his lap. “He’s dead? How? When did he die?” 
 
    He frowned, sighed and looked sleepy. 
 
    Tracy said, “It was a car. He went out to do something and a car hit him. Went right over him. Didn’t stop. Didn’t come back.” She pulled a green, disposable lighter from her bag and lit up. She inhaled deep, held the smoke down for a long time, then let it out and handed the joint to Orlando. 
 
    I heard the kitchen door open and Pete came out with a teapot and four mugs hanging from his fingers. He said, “It’s filtered water, and organic tea. We only use organic tea.” 
 
    I ignored him and kept kept my eyes on Tracy. “How long ago was this?” 
 
    She stared out the window, squinting slightly at the sunlight. “Oh, man, time…” She grinned at me, like we were sharing a joke. “I have trouble with time. A few days?” 
 
    Pete was kneeling on the floor, pouring the tea. “It was a week ago yesterday, Sunday. I know because I cleaned the fridge Sunday.” They all looked at each other and started laughing. Orlando’s face went red and he had to lean back on the sofa and cover his face. Pete was making a high-pitched squeaking noise. He brought me my tea, trying not to spill it. 
 
    I put it on the floor and smiled at Tracy. “Something funny about the fridge?” 
 
    She didn’t answer straight away. Pete carried her mug laboriously across the floor for her. She accepted the joint back from Orlando and took a drag. “Pete cleaned the fridge. It was his job that day. He took eight hours and it was like, immaculate. Man, it was so clean, but…” 
 
    They all started laughing again. Orlando went into the fetal position on the sofa. 
 
    “He only cleaned one shelf. But man, that shelf was…” 
 
    I gave them a while to recover and examined the mug and smelled the tea. The mug was spotless and I couldn’t detect any cannabis in the tea. I sipped.  
 
    The laughter subsided. 
 
    “Did they catch the guy? The driver?” 
 
    Pete shook his head. “I don’t think so. But they wouldn’t tell us, anyway. We’re a squat. That suited Zack because his visa had expired.” 
 
    “How long had Zack been living here?” 
 
    He carefully poured a third mug and handed it with great care to Orlando. As he did it, he said, “Christmas. It was Christmas. Because I remember we were all talking about how unfair it was, his landlord had kicked him out at Christmas. And his family back in China didn’t want to know.” 
 
    I frowned. “China or Taiwan?” 
 
    He giggled. “There’s a difference?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    He glanced at me, took the joint from Orlando and took a deep drag. As he let the smoke out, he said, “I guess we don’t really care where people are from, do we, Tracy? It’s just, like, you’re here, you know? It’s like, ‘now’?” 
 
    He made little inverted commas with his fingers and I nodded like I agreed and what he’d said made sense. “Right, so, did he have a job or anything?” 
 
    They frowned at each other, trying to remember, but it was difficult. Tracy said, “Yeah, but it was kind of part time, or something. It wasn’t, like, every day. They’d call him and he’d go, and then, like… come back?” 
 
    It was like wading uphill through treacle with a mentally retarded sloth tied to each ankle. I said, “How about his stuff? Is that all in his room?” 
 
    Orlando had closed his eyes. 
 
    Pete said, “Kind of…” but he was watching the joint passing from Orlando’s hand into Tracy’s. “The men from the department came and took some of it away.” 
 
    “What department?” 
 
    He shook his head and took the joint from Tracy. “I don’t know. It’s upstairs. First door next to the bathroom…” 
 
    I stood, left the room and climbed the stairs. On the first landing, directly ahead, there was a bathroom. Next to it, on the right, there was a closed door. I opened it and went in. It had been thoroughly turned over. I stood a moment and examined what I could see. They had torn open the mattress and the pillows. And after that, everything had been dumped on the bed, or beside it in the middle of the floor. The clothes had barely been rifled, but all and any papers had been systematically set aside and examined. I noticed there were books: no fiction, only books on mathematics and quantum physics. I bent and picked one of them up. ‘Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle and the Copenhagen Interpretation: An Analysis’ I opened it and leafed through it. For every paragraph, there seemed to be a page of equations. This was not pop quantum physics for the layman. This was the real thing. 
 
    I picked up another: ‘So Where Is the Moon When I’m Not Looking at It? Copenhagen after Sillanpää’. This one was more of a discussion, but at a very advanced level. There was a piece of torn notepaper tucked between a couple of pages, used as a marker, with something scrawled on it: “The interrogative particle ‘where’ only has meaning in three dimensions of space.” 
 
    Fair point. The rest of his books were in a similar vein, they all had very creased spines and well-thumbed pages, and they were all annotated. Some of the annotations were equations, with no ‘real’ words. I wondered if they were his, or some previous owner’s. 
 
    I went down to the kitchen and found a couple of plastic bags. I took them back up to the bedroom and filled them with his books and his notebooks. Nothing else in the room seemed to be of much importance. As I was leaving, I noticed a calendar hanging on the back of his door, so I took that, too. 
 
    Out on the landing, I paused and considered the door next to Zack’s. On a hunch, I knocked. It was opened by a skinny guy with heavy glasses and short hair. I recognized him as one of the guys who had left when I arrived. He examined me cautiously. I said, “Hi, I’m Zack’s uncle.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    I nodded. “OK, I’m not. I’m a friend of his sister’s. She was worried about him. I’m going to have to tell her he’s dead.” 
 
    “He was hit by a car.” 
 
    “Tracy told me.” 
 
    He did an odd thing with his face, like a secret sneer. “I’m surprised she can remember.” 
 
    “Can you tell me anything about the men who came and turned over his room?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    It was a reasonable question. I shrugged. “Because I’ll pay you if you do?” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Name a price. If it’s too high, I’ll kick your door down and throw you out the window.” 
 
    He examined my clothes. “Fifty bucks?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “There were two of them. They were like you. They had that kind of military look. They said they were from the Department of National Security. They fooled those morons downstairs, but I know there’s no DNS. Like you, I know Zack didn’t have an American uncle. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “What did they take?” 
 
    “His diary, his laptop, his cell, some notebooks. He was murdered.” 
 
    “Do you know who by?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Might have had to do with his job.” 
 
    “What was his job?” 
 
    He leaned against the doorjamb. “You going to pay me after this, or just walk away?” 
 
    I pulled out my wallet and gave him twenty. “You get the rest at the end if I’m happy.” 
 
    “He never talked about his job. But he had an iPhone and a Mac, so he was making money. They’d call him and he’d go out. Sometimes a few hours, sometimes a day, then he’d come back.” 
 
    I lifted up the books. “This is advanced stuff. There are professional physicists who don’t understand this stuff.” 
 
    “I know.” He nodded, examined me a moment. “He read it like other people read novels. Then he’d read it again, because he said the second and third time, you picked up stuff you missed the first time.” 
 
    I had brain-ache but tried not to let it show. “Was he at college?” 
 
    He shook his head. After a moment he said, “I was the only person he could talk to in the house, but even so, he didn’t talk much.” 
 
    “What about his friends, did you know any of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I sighed and took out my wallet. 
 
    As I pulled out the thirty bucks to pay him, he said, “He was weird. I don’t just mean how smart he was. I mean, he would have days when he was kind of normal, friendly, and we’d have a beer and talk, discuss things. We never mixed with the others, but we’d talk about quantum theory and, like, the Matrix and conspiracy shit. He was good to talk to like that.” He drew breath and sighed. “But other days he would be kind of weird, like a bit crazy. He could sit for hours just staring at the wall. I remember one time he told me that one was an equation and the answer was infinite regression. I found him crying once, like somebody had died. It was bad. He looked like he had flu, but he was sobbing. I asked him what was going on and he said that he had realized that absolute potential was nothing. And he kept repeating, ‘We are all made of nothing.’ He was hysterical. I mean, who cries about stuff like that?” He thought about it for a minute, then added, “Pete said he’d done too much acid, but I never saw him take anything.” 
 
    I gave him the money. “Did you see the accident?” 
 
    “I saw just after. I heard it and went to the window.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “It was a dark blue, foreign car. It might have been a Mercedes or an Audi. It was reversing…” 
 
    I frowned. “Reversing?” 
 
    He nodded, chewing his lip. “The driver got out and went back to where Zack was lying in the road. He was wearing a dark blue suit. He kind of squatted down and seemed to check if he was dead or alive. Then he got back in the car and drove away.” 
 
    “Did you get a good look at him?” 
 
    “Are you a cop?” 
 
    “No. I told you. I’m a friend of his sister’s.” 
 
    “I won’t testify. I don’t want those men coming after me.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on making anybody testify. I just want to know what he looked like.” 
 
    He sighed. I pulled out another fifty and showed it to him. 
 
    “Fine, he was maybe late thirties, balding on top, white, strongly built…” 
 
    “Military type.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Was he one of the men who took his stuff?” 
 
    “Yes. I figure the other one was driving, because he got in the passenger side.” 
 
    “Americans?” 
 
    He frowned. “Yeah, like, I assumed they were CIA. I thought Zack had maybe uncovered something, and they had to silence him. Was that it?” 
 
    I went downstairs and let myself out. I stood on the stoop for a moment and scanned the street. I didn’t see anybody conspicuous watching me. But these guys would not be conspicuous. I went down the steps and took my time putting the bags in the trunk. I paused, acutely aware suddenly that I had left my kit bag at home in Weston. I had one of my two 9 mm Sig Sauers, but nothing else. Charlie had disappeared, claiming he feared for his life, and his best buddy was dead. 
 
    I closed the trunk and climbed in behind the wheel. Bran lived down the road, across Madison Avenue. I’d pay him a visit, and depending on what I found, I’d give some thought to my kit bag. 
 
    I pulled away and kept my eye on the rearview mirror. It didn’t take long for the dark blue Audi to pull out and follow.  
 
   


 
  

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    At the intersection with Madison Avenue, the blue Audi turned right. I crossed over and found a parking space outside the church and walked back to number twenty-three. It was pretty shabby, but not like Zack’s place. I climbed the eleven steps to the front door and looked at the bells. There was the basement, and then A, B and C. I rang A and after a moment, a woman’s voice said, “Who is it?” 
 
    “Hi, is Bran there, please?” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence, then the voice asked again, “I’m sorry. I didn’t get that. Who did you say you were?” There was an edge of sarcasm to the voice and I smiled to myself. 
 
    I said, “My name is Lacklan, Lacklan Walker. I am a friend of a friend, Charlie Vazquez. I wonder if I could speak to Bran, please.” 
 
    The intercom went silent and after a moment, a figure appeared at the bow window, looking oddly transparent. I smiled at it and it went away again. Then the door buzzed and I pushed my way in.  
 
    The lobby looked a little better than the outside. The carpet was new and an agreeable deep, sage green, the mahogany banisters had a high, wax polish and the brass knob on the door on my right was shiny. That door opened and there was a girl framed in it who looked Southeast Asian. She was wearing tight, black pedal-pushers and a white T-shirt, and she was watching me with a face like a harsh sentence. 
 
    I tried a nice smile, but it was the wrong key for that door. I said, “Hi, I am Lacklan Walker…” 
 
    “I heard who you are. What do you want with Bran?” 
 
    I thought about telling her that was none of her damn business, but figured that would probably be unproductive, so I said, “It’s a little complicated, and I should perhaps discuss it with him.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, but she didn’t close the door either. 
 
    I sighed. “I am a friend of Charlie Vazquez. Charlie has gone missing and his sister is very worried about him. I know Charlie and Bran were friends, so I was hoping he might be able to give me some idea…” 
 
    She stood back and held the door open for me. “Come in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    It was more of a space than a room. By the big window overlooking the street, there was a sofa and a couple of armchairs gathered around a sealed fireplace and a big, flat screen TV. That was on the right. On the left, there was a dining table and an open-plan kitchen with a window overlooking an overgrown backyard. Opposite the kitchen, there was a door that I figured led to a bedroom and a bathroom. 
 
    She pointed at the dining table, grabbed a chair and sat. As I sat opposite her, she said, “Who are Charlie and his sister?” 
 
    I smiled for the third time and felt it was getting old. “Ms… um… I don’t want to take up your time. If Bran isn’t here, I can try and call him or come back another time…” 
 
    “Bran isn’t here,” she said, “because Bran is dead.” 
 
    I wasn’t exactly surprised, but I leaned back in my chair and sighed. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    Her face flushed with anger. “Why don’t we cut the bullshit, Mr. Walker or whatever your real name is? Look at you! It’s written all over you! What are you, CIA? NSA? Secret Service? You got so many goddamn agencies we don’t know who to be paranoid about anymore!” 
 
    I gave a small, humorless laugh. She wasn’t wrong. I spread my hands. “I am a private citizen. I don’t even know your name.” I pulled out my cell phone, found Charlie’s message and slid it across the table to her. As she read it, I said, “Charlie, Bran, Zack and a couple of others were friends who used to hang out together. When Charlie sent me this message, I came to New York to see what it was about. But he seems to have disappeared. He hasn’t been at his apartment for a week, he hasn’t been to work or to college.” I shrugged. “So I am checking out the friends he used to hang with.” I hesitated. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem pretty paranoid.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment, then said, “Can I see some ID?” 
 
    I laughed. “My private citizen’s card?” 
 
    She didn’t laugh with me. “Anything that says that you are Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    I pulled out my driver’s license and handed it to her. 
 
    “Weston?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ve been there for three hundred years. You can check. I live there with my wife and two stepchildren. I’m real.” 
 
    She handed it back. “Bran was my…” She hesitated. “My roommate.”  
 
    “I know he was at a bar called the Mezcal just a week ago.” 
 
    She made a kind of single, upward nod and looked down at the tabletop. “Is that where he went?” 
 
    “You never went with him.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but she shook her head. “No. Bran was kind of special. He told me he needed his ‘special time’,” she crooked her fingers into inverted commas, “with his ‘special friends’.” 
 
    “What was special about them?” 
 
    “I guess they were smarter than everybody else. They were like the Big Bang Theory on steroids.” She stood. “You want a beer?” 
 
    “That’s the nicest thing anybody has said to me all day. Thanks.” 
 
    “That a yes?” 
 
    I glanced at her. She was smiling. Her face was nicer when she smiled, so I smiled back. “It’s a yes, thank you.” 
 
    She pulled two beers out of the fridge, cracked them and handed me one as she sat. I took a pull and sighed. “Bran was Australian, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. So far, all of Charlie’s friends seem to have been…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “…from just about every country on Earth, except the U.S.A.” 
 
    She looked almost affronted. “I’m from U.S.A.!” 
 
    “Exactly, and you didn’t know Charlie, even though one of his best friends was your roommate.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “And perhaps a little more than that?” 
 
    “That obvious, huh? But it was kind of one way. I was really into him, but he was undecided.” She sighed. “I know what you’re thinking, I don’t look all that upset for a girl who just lost the love of her life. Well, FYI, Mr. Walker, I cried Sunday, all of Monday, all of Tuesday, and all of Wednesday. Now I’m being brave. Tonight we’ll see.” 
 
    I believed her. I have seen plenty of death in my life. It is the most agonizing and incomprehensible thing that we can face, and everybody deals with it in their own way. “I’ve been there,” I said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lin.” 
 
    “Lin, do you feel up to telling me how Bran died?” 
 
    She studied my face for a long time, her eyes making small, flitting movements, like the features of my face were lines of text that would tell her if she wanted to share Bran’s death with me. Finally, she said, “You’re not just a,” she did the little sign with her fingers again, “‘private citizen’. Who are you?” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. I thought about telling her, but had no idea where to begin, and was also certain that she would never believe it if I did. In the end I said, “It would take far too long for me to explain, and even if I did, you wouldn’t believe me.” I sighed. “Almost two years ago, I was in Arizona. I met a girl, Carmen. She had been abducted in Mexico by a drugs cartel and was being exploited in Arizona. I helped her to escape, gave her a place to stay until she got on her feet. I never heard from her again. But…” I gestured at my phone, which was still on the table. 
 
    “A regular Galahad, huh?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I’m not looking for any Holy Grail. I’m just looking for Charlie Vazquez.” 
 
    She thought for a while, picking imaginary motes of dust off the table with her fingertips. “I never met Charlie, like I told you. That Saturday, Bran went out with his ‘special’ friends. He came back late and drunk. Sunday we were supposed to have a small, informal barbeque.” She hesitated. “I’m an actress. Bran was a very talented actor. The Sunday barbeque was a few friends, mainly actors, but one of them was a director who was casting for a new TV show. We were both hoping that Bran would be cast.” 
 
    She trailed off. I said, “But?” 
 
    “No, no but. I was mad with him because he had been going to discuss the show, and his possible part in it, with Al—the director. But because he’d come back so late, and drunk…” 
 
    I finished for her. “He hadn’t read his part.” 
 
    She nodded, then shook her head and gazed out the kitchen window at the trees in the back yard. “He sat down, memorized the whole episode in an hour, and proceeded to critique it to me while we set up the barbeque, talking about how he would nuance the character and explore all the paradoxes of his personality in his interpretation.” 
 
    “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She took a pull from her bottle and set it down carefully on the table. “Al thought so and gave him the part. He said the network would sort out his Green Card. We were, as he would have said, ‘sorted, no worries’. We were all so happy.” 
 
    “This was Sunday.” 
 
    “Yeah. The party went on and in the evening, somebody said they had brought some coke. I never do coke. I have better things to spend my money on than that shit. That was one thing me and Bran were agreed on. But about one in the morning, Sunday night, I realized I hadn’t seen Bran for a while. I asked Al if he had seen him and he said he’d been speaking to some guy at the door. After that, he’d said he didn’t feel so good and he had gone to lie down. Some people said the guy had given Bran some coke. I was worried, like I said, Bran never did coke, or anything else. I went to check on him and he was dead. Massive heart attack.” 
 
    I frowned and scratched my head. “What did the ME say?” 
 
    “I called the ambulance. Al and everybody else went crazy getting rid of any trace of the cocaine. At the hospital, they did a load of tests and found the cause of death was a massive heart attack brought on by unknown causes. He was twenty-four, for God’s sake. He went jogging every day. He went to the gym. His diet was almost entirely fresh fruit and vegetables and the only meat he ate was organic.” 
 
    “And there was no trace of coke in his system?” 
 
    “None.” She shook her head, then shrugged. “He’d been stressed. He’d been having moods lately, getting real upset sometimes, but nothing so severe it could bring on a heart attack.” 
 
    I picked up the bottle and tipped it this way and that for a moment. Then, I said, “So Monday, two cops came to look at his stuff, and they took some of it away: his laptop, a diary, his cell, some notebooks…” 
 
    She stared at me a while. “How could you know that…? Somebody else died?” 
 
    “Can I see his room?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Our room, and no, not really…” 
 
    “Have you got a calendar?” 
 
    She frowned. “Of course, on the wall in the kitchen.” 
 
    I stood and went to have a look at it. There were big photographs at the top of iconic American sites, and underneath were the days of the month. I leafed through a couple of them. 
 
    “How long did you know Bran?” 
 
    “He moved in just after New Year.” 
 
    I turned to face her. “The cops who came, one of them had a dark blue suit, he was well-built, late thirties, balding on top, had a kind of ex-military air to him. Could you describe the other?” 
 
    Suddenly, she looked scared. “Uh, six foot? Athletic, mid thirties, dark hair, might have been Italian, long face, high cheekbones. Detectives Marsh and Delano.” 
 
    “You ask them why they wanted to see his stuff?” 
 
    “Of course. The one called Delano was real offensive. He just shoved the warrant in my face and said, ‘You want an explanation, ask the judge.’” 
 
    “Figures. You had a good look at their badges?” 
 
    She shrugged. “No, why would I? They were police officers.” 
 
    “You spoken to the cops since? Did you phone the station house?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because those men are very dangerous, Lin. They killed one of Bran’s friends, just down the road, and I think they may have killed Charlie. As long as you keep quiet and don’t make trouble, they’ll ignore you, but if you start making inquiries, asking awkward questions…” 
 
    “This is crazy, you can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m very serious, Lin. Be smart. Don’t get involved.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you one of them? Are you warning me off?” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “Yes, I am warning you off. No, I am not one of them. These people don’t warn you, Lin. If you’re a problem, they just take you out of the equation. I am going to find out who they are and what they are about, and then I’ll shut them down. You can be sure of that. But don’t you get involved, Lin. They will kill you.” I hesitated. “I’d better go.” 
 
    At the door, I stopped and turned back. “Lin, at the party, have you any idea who Bran spoke to at the door, who gave him the supposed coke?” 
 
    “No, I have no idea. They just said it was a man and a woman. He seemed to know them. You want me to ask…?” 
 
    “No. Forget it. Forget I was here. If anybody asks you, tell them some asshole was here and you sent him packing.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment. She looked suddenly like she was on the brink of tears. Alarm bells in my head told me not to get involved, to get out of there and not come back. She gave a small frown. “What’s going on, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know, Lin.” Then I said, “Nothing. One of those unfortunate, freak accidents. Life is full of them, and you got unlucky. Go back to your life, before Bran. Try to forget you ever knew him. At least for now.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. I left, closed the door, and let myself out into the late afternoon sun. There were birds singing in the plane trees, high up in the sky a tiny airplane caught the sun for a second and glowed like fire, across the road a couple of kids on bikes laughed out loud at something, and down the road a cat paused in its slow amble to sit and scratch its ear. Life went on. 
 
    I stood there, on the stoop, and made a subtle show of being frustrated, stuck at a dead end, not knowing which way to go. If there was anyone watching, let them think Lin had been no help at all. Then, I trotted down the steps and made my way back to my car. I leaned on the roof and looked up and down the road while I pulled my Camels from my pocket and lit up. The Audi wasn’t hard to spot. Either they were being bold and wanted me to notice them, or they thought I was an amateur, and weren’t bothering to be careful. I wondered who had put them onto me. Dr. Lucia Salcedo, or Ken Chang, Charlie’s tutor? I looked at my watch. Afternoon was closing in on evening. I climbed in behind the wheel and headed off for the Bronx at a leisurely pace they would find easy to keep up with. 
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    It was a twenty-five minute drive from 127th Street to Betts Avenue, on Pugsley Creek. I crossed at the Madison Avenue Bridge and then it was pretty much freeway all the way across the Bronx as far as exit 52 onto the Bronx River Parkway. I kept the Audi in my mirror all the way and gave them plenty of warning that I was coming off at Soundview Avenue. Then I took it nice and easy, with the windows open and the sun and the breeze on my face all the way down to White Plains Road, where I turned left onto Gildersleeve Avenue and parked at the corner with Betts. In my peripheral vision, as I climbed out, I saw them park at the corner of Husson. I had a look around, stared at the water for a while and then made my way to number 208.  
 
    It was a big, white, clapboard affair with a red roof and gabled windows jutting out of the second story. It had a small front lawn and a big backyard that went all the way down to the creek at the back. Another lawn ran along the right hand side of the house and connected with the backyard. By the water, I could see there was a small boat pulled up on the shore, beside a large wood pile. It was covered with a blue tarp and in the haze of the late afternoon sun, I could see the bugs darting in small swarms over the water and pile of logs. 
 
    I climbed the steps to the door and rang the bell. It had a merry chime and it was followed by a merry voice that called out that the owner of the voice was on her way. The door opened and the owner turned out to be an attractive woman in her mid forties, wearing jeans, a UCLA sweatshirt, and what looked like a dishcloth tied around her head. She had a wooden spoon in her hand and flour on her clothes. There was also a smell of baking on the air. 
 
    She smiled. “Yes?” 
 
    “I hope this isn’t a bad time. I was wondering if I could talk to Hans and Hattie.” 
 
    She sort of sagged. “Well, I wish I could say yes, but they’re not here. Are you a friend of theirs?” 
 
    I felt an unhappy, hollow pit open in my belly. “Not exactly, I’m a friend of a friend. Do you know where they are? It’s actually quite important.” She hesitated a moment and I held out my hand. “Lacklan Walker. I’m a friend of Charlie Vazquez. I don’t know if they ever mentioned him.” 
 
    “No…” She looked at my hand a moment, then showed me hers, covered in cake mixture. “I have to get some things in the oven. Do you want to come in and talk to my husband?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She turned and walked away, calling, “Bobby, hunny, can you come and talk to Mr. Walker?” Over her shoulder, she said, “I’m Pip,” and disappeared into the kitchen.  
 
    I stepped into a large, comfortable, airy living room that had French windows at the back thrown open onto a large, wooden veranda that overlooked the creek. From where I stood, I could make out the wood pile and part of the boat at the end of the lawn. After a second, a large man with an amiable, bearded face blocked out the view as he stepped in. 
 
    He smiled at me and held out a large hand. “Paul Peabody. How can I help you, Mr. Walker? I hope you’re not selling insurance.” 
 
    He laughed and I laughed with him. “No, actually, I’m trying to locate Hans and Hattie. As a matter of fact, I’m a friend of a friend of theirs. It’s a long story.” 
 
    He frowned. “Then I guess we’d better have some lemonade. Grab a seat out on the deck. I’ll be right out.” 
 
    I went out onto the decking. The sun had slipped to the front of the house and the veranda was in the shade. There was a cool breeze coming off the water and the momentary chill was welcome. But even so, it was warm and there was the lazy buzz of flies not far off, where the sun was playing on the water. I sat at the far side of a garden table by the door and listened to the lap of the small waves. Overhead, a seagull mocked me in an ugly laugh, then lost interest and went away.  
 
    Paul came out and joined me at the table. He settled his large frame in the chair and said, “Pip’ll be right out. The kids are coming for the weekend and she wants to have some cakes and brownies ready for them.” He laughed. “She thinks they’re still four and five years old. I guess she always will. But she won’t be long with the lemonade.” 
 
    I muttered something about them being very kind and he studied my face a moment. 
 
    “We haven’t seen Hans and Hattie for a few days. Why’d you say you wanted to see them?” 
 
    I scratched my chin, studied his face back and made a decision. “It’s a little complicated, Paul, but I received a text message yesterday from a boy called Charlie Vazquez. I have never met Charlie, but some time ago I helped his sister out of a difficult situation in Arizona…” I paused a moment and held his eye. “On the border with Mexico. I was able to help her get back on her feet and go home to her family.”  
 
    There was no expression at all on his face, but my instinct told me that so far, he was liking what he was hearing. I went on. 
 
    “It seems that since then, her brother has come over here to study biology, at Columbia. So I guess he must be a smart kid. Now, I found out yesterday that she had told him if he ever needed any help, he should get in touch with me.”  
 
    Paul nodded, like he approved. Pip stepped out, holding a tray with a jug of lemonade and three glasses with ice. As she set the tray on the table, Paul gave her a summary of what I’d told him so far. Pip poured, frowning. “So, is Charlie in trouble? What’s the connection with Hans and Hattie?” 
 
    She sat and I sighed. “That’s just it. Charlie hasn’t been seen at his apartment or at college since last week. But I was able to find out that he had a small group of close friends, and Hans and Hattie were among them. So far, I have tried to locate two of the others, but without success. The last time Charlie was seen was with Hattie and Hans and two other friends at the Mezcal on 7th Avenue, the Saturday before last.” 
 
    Pip stared at Paul, who stared back. They both frowned. Pip said, “Well, the last time we saw Hans and Hattie was a week last Saturday morning.” She gave her head a little shake. “We’re not their keepers. They come and go as they please. They pay us a nominal rent, but mainly we are friends. It never occurred to us that there might be something untoward…” 
 
    I had a disagreeable, sinking feeling in my stomach. “Pip, Paul, this is going to sound like an odd question. Please bear with me. Were Hans and Hattie… Did Hans and Hattie have current visas to be in this country?” 
 
    Pip frowned, then gave a harsh, indignant laugh. “You have to be kidding! Is that what this is about? Are you from Immigration?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no, not at all. I am a private citizen and I have no interest in whether they were here legally or not. But I do have a very particular reason for asking.” I spread my hands. “It sounds bizarre, but, though Charlie was here legally, so far it seems that his group of friends had two things in common. They all had remarkable mental faculties, and they were all here illegally.” 
 
    Paul was frowning hard at his shoes. Pip stared at me for a long time. Behind her, the blue tarp was stark beside the white boat. The dark water lapped softly, and the buzzing of the flies made the afternoon warmth heavy and sleepy. She picked up her glass, the ice chinked, and she turned to Paul. 
 
    Paul said, “Their visas had expired last November. They were due to go home, but, well, we put them up for a couple of weeks and it just never quite seemed to happen. They stayed a week, a week became two…” He sighed and spread his hands. “We’re not bad people. We didn’t intend to break the law.” 
 
    Pip took over. “They were hoping to get a job that would allow them to stay. They should have gone and then come back, but it seemed so unnecessary! They had nothing to go back to. They both came from unhappy homes, and they had made a life here. We were trying to help them.”  
 
    Paul raised his head and gazed out past the woodpile at the black waters of the creek and the East River. The late afternoon sun made globules of molten light on the small waves that glowed and died, like passing spirits.  
 
    “You are quite right,” he said suddenly. “They are both remarkable people.” He smiled. “They are so smart it scares me sometimes. They have this ability, it’s almost supernatural…” He turned to frown at me. “Hattie just seems to know what you’re thinking and feeling. She’ll walk into the room and look at you and you can see it in her eyes: she’s reading you! And she’ll say, ‘you can’t be responsible for their decisions.’ Or, ‘Just ask yourself, Paul, were you sincere?’” 
 
    Pip was smiling at her glass and nodding. 
 
    Paul went on, “And you’ll say to her, ‘But how did you know I was thinking that?’”  
 
    Pip laughed and leaned affectionately toward her husband. “And she’ll give you a perfectly logical explanation, like something Sherlock Holmes might say, and you’ll think…” Her eyes became abstracted and she looked away. “And you’ll think, to be that aware of other people, of what they are thinking and feeling… It’s hard to imagine how selfless you’d have to be. She simply doesn’t think of herself. And it isn’t in an affected, self-sacrificial way. She’s not playing the martyr.” She turned back to look at me. “It’s simply that all her attention is focused, like a spotlight, on the people around her; and she wants to help.” 
 
    Paul was nodding at his shoes again. “We were encouraging her to try for Stanford. She would be extraordinary in the field of psychology. I mean really extraordinary. Her understanding of human motivation, the dynamics of the mind, I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Pip sighed. “And as for Hans, well, his powers of analysis really are like something out of Conan Doyle. They are like nothing we have ever seen. We are both psychologists, Lacklan, and we have both worked, through various programs, with gifted children, but neither of us has ever come across anyone like Hans. Any problem you present him with, right, Paul?”  
 
    She turned to her husband. He was nodding at the river and laughed. “He’ll go kind of abstracted, his eyes will glaze, like he’s running some kind of freaky program in his head, then he’ll say, ‘OK, so zee answer to zis problem is…’ and he will give you a solution that is exquisitely elegant and logical, or he’ll say, ‘Yah, vee neet some more data on zis problem…’”  
 
    They were both in stitches, leaning toward each other, she gripping his knee and he holding her arm. They mimicked a few more of what were clearly classic Hans phrases and sat back, wiping their eyes. Paul shook his head, his eyes lost in wonder. “Man, he is something special, I’ll tell you. If you could get a computer to feel human emotion, that would be Hans. I told him I would do all I could to get him into MIT. We are really prepared to go the extra mile with these kids, but they didn’t want to be separated. They wanted to stay together.” 
 
    Pip’s face became serious. “The poor darlings, they have been under such a lot of stress lately. It was beginning to tell a little, Paul, wasn’t it? I think they probably just needed to get away for a few days.” 
 
    I looked at my glass of lemonade. It had become frosted on the outside, and suddenly the yellow-green color of the liquid looked sickly to me. I spoke half to myself. “So you were both committed to sorting out their position in this country, and ultimately getting them citizenship.” 
 
    They both nodded. Paul said, “Oh, yes. That is our goal. We consider these kids family.” 
 
    “You have no idea where they are right now?” 
 
    Pip said, “No, none at all.” 
 
    “Please think very carefully. They could be at risk.” 
 
    They frowned at each other. Pip spoke, still looking at her husband. “Last time we saw them was that Saturday morning. We were going out of town for the weekend.” She turned back to me. “Our children are all fostered, and we were going to visit…” 
 
    She saw my expression and her voice trailed away. 
 
    “Pip, Paul, there were five people in this group of friends. Each one of them had some kind of gift. Zack was an extraordinary mathematician, Bran’s memory was not eidetic, it was well beyond that, Charlie seems to have been highly intelligent and tireless…” 
 
    Pip looked sick. “You’re talking in the past tense.” 
 
    “Both Zack and Bran died last weekend in circumstances that strongly suggest that they were murdered.” 
 
    She clapped her hands over her mouth and all the color drained from her face. Paul tried to say, “No…!” but his voice was thick and distorted.  
 
    Pip’s voice was a whisper. “But why? Why on Earth would anyone want to hurt such gentle, kind people…?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s what I am trying to find out.” I felt suddenly weary and slightly sick. “You say you were away for the weekend?” 
 
    “Yes, visiting…” 
 
    “Excuse me a moment.” 
 
    I stood and went behind her along the veranda. I climbed down the four wooden steps that led to the back yard, and crossed the forty or fifty feet of lawn toward the water, toward the small, white boat and the wood pile with the large, blue tarp. My legs and my feet felt like lead. As I approached, the nauseating buzzing of the flies grew louder, and with it came a smell, a smell that was all too familiar. I knew what I was going to find. It had been dawning on me for the last few minutes.  
 
    I had long since decided that if there were any gods in this universe, their creed was not love and compassion, it was war and cruelty and violence. But in that moment, as I took hold of the blue tarpaulin, I prayed. I prayed that I was wrong, that Hans and Hattie were not lying there, in the wood pile, with the swarming flies feeding on their dead bodies. I loosened the ropes and pulled back the sheet.  
 
    I was not wrong. I was horribly right. 
 
    I heard the scream behind me. I heard the scramble of feet, Pip’s hysterical voice, Paul trying to console her, pulling her inside the house, away from the horrific, pitiless, monstrous truth. I dropped the sheet and made my way back inside. They were on the sofa and he was holding his wife, who was sobbing violently. He stared at me resentfully. “Did you have to? Like that…? 
 
    I wanted to tell him I didn’t know a nice way to uncover murdered bodies, but instead I said, “I have to call 911. Before I do, I need to ask you a question. Did they have laptops, papers, diaries…?” 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Paul, did they?” 
 
    “They had laptops, yes, and each of them kept a diary. Why?” 
 
    “Their room upstairs?” 
 
    “Yes, but you can’t go up there!” 
 
    I held his eye a moment. I felt a grief I could not explain. I said, “Comfort your wife, Paul.” 
 
    I climbed the stairs. Their room was easy to find. The Peabodys had obviously respected their privacy. The room had been turned over, like Bran’s, probably a week earlier, but nobody had been in since. There were no diaries and no laptops, they had been taken, but there was a calendar on the wall, and I took that. 
 
    I stepped out of the room, closed the door, pulled my cell from my pocket and dialed 911. 
 
   


 
  

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Two patrol cars and an unmarked vehicle showed up, with an ambulance, a Crime Scene van and a car from the Medical Examiner’s department. The uniforms sealed off the house with yellow police tape and the crime scene team pulled on white, plastic suits and picked their way down to the wood pile, where they erected a kind of tent and started slowly and meticulously dismantling the pile of logs to reveal the bodies within. 
 
    The detective, Mo Novak, sat in the armchair opposite me and perspired. His face said it was too hot to think, and his almost spherical body said the laws of physics did now allow his shirt to stay tucked into his pants. The mystery was how his pants stayed up at all. He mopped the back of his neck with his folded handkerchief and looked at his notepad. Paul and Pip watched him from the sofa, holding each other’s hands. 
 
    “So, what are you doing here, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    “An acquaintance of mine was worried about her brother. She hadn’t heard from him in a while. He’s a student at Columbia. I asked around and they said he was a friend of Hans and Hattie. I came to ask if they had any news of him.” I gestured at the garden. “Mr. and Mrs. Peabody were very hospitable and offered me lemonade on the veranda. I couldn’t help noticing the flies…” 
 
    He looked at me as though I’d forced him to bite into a lemon. “The flies?” 
 
    I sighed, shrugged, and spread my hands. “I was in special operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Colombia…” I pointed out at the garden. “They are blowflies. They are often found on dead bodies and animals. I’ve seen it many times and I recognized their behavior. You can often tell when there’s a body in undergrowth, or partially buried, because the blowflies become very active in one particular spot. They will buzz a lot and fly short distances, then return, rather than ranging, looking for food.” 
 
    They all three looked at me in a kind of horrified silence. Detective Novak said, “And you noticed this…” 
 
    “It was hard to miss, Detective. I was ten years with the SAS. I spent a lot of time in the desert and in jungles. You get a lot of flies there.” 
 
    “…Sure.” 
 
    “When Mr. and Mrs. Peabody said that they hadn’t heard from Hans and Hattie since Saturday 30th, I guess habit and instinct took over.” 
 
    “Habit and instinct…” His mouth hung open and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    I smiled without much humor. “We are the product of what we do, Detective. As soon as I discovered the bodies, I called 911.” 
 
    I held Paul’s eye, then Pip’s. I knew they were scared of me, and I regretted that, but there was nothing I could do about it, and the last thing I needed was Mo Novak lumbering all over Charlie’s disappearance. So I told them with my face to keep quiet, and they did. 
 
    “So who’s this kid, Charlie?” 
 
    “Carlos Vazquez, a student from Mexico. He’d been hanging out at the Mezcal with some friends. Word is he took off for Vegas for a few days to spend his big sister’s money. I figured I’d ask Hans and Hattie if they knew anything. They were friends.” 
 
    He pointed at the Peabodys and then at me, to and fro several times. “So you didn’t know each other before today.” 
 
    They shook their heads. “No, we have never met before.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “So, you don’t think there is any connection between your Mexican kid and the deceased…” 
 
    I made a face of doubt and shrugged. “That is your area of expertise, Detective, but apart from the fact that they occasionally drank at the same bar, I can’t see any connection. The fact that I found the bodies is a pure fluke. Given another day or two, somebody else would have. It was just a matter of time.” 
 
    I held their gaze again while he made notes and sweated. After a moment, he said, “I’m going to have to ask you to come to the 43rd and make a full statement.” 
 
    “Of course. Will tomorrow at eight AM suit you?” 
 
    “Sure, just let me have your contact details, will ya?” 
 
    I handed him my card. I looked at Pip, then at Paul. They were watching me carefully. I said, “I am very sorry. You are good people, you didn’t deserve this.” I waited a beat, then added, “I know whoever did this will be caught, and punished.” 
 
    Detective Mo Novak of the 43rd watched me stand. He looked troubled. He hadn’t told me I could leave, but he didn’t need me anymore so he couldn’t stop me. He said, “Don’t leave town, Mr. Walker.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “I don’t plan to, Detective.” 
 
    I left the room and made my way out to my car. The shadows were stretching long across the road. I leaned on the roof of the Zombie, pulled my Camels from my pocket and lit one with my old, battered Zippo. As I took the first drag and let out the smoke, I scanned the road ahead of me. The dark blue Audi was still there. I thought briefly about killing the driver and his friend, but it didn’t make a lot of sense. Neither did losing them. That would just alert them to the fact that I was aware of their presence, and it wouldn’t take them long to pick me up again. I figured I’d reel them in slow, and when I was ready, I’d ask them a few questions. 
 
    But not yet. 
 
    I got behind the wheel and made my way slowly back up Soundview toward the Bruckner Expressway. I planned to have a look in Charlie’s apartment, and I wanted these guys to see me do it. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I pulled up outside number 12 on E 126th Street. This time I didn’t climb the steps to the front door. I went down to the basement, rang on the bell, and hammered on the wood, like a real cop. Mrs. Manager opened the door with huge eyes staring at me through her bottle-base glasses. 
 
    “You,” she said, and then, “You again.” 
 
    I handed her my homemade search warrant and showed her my homemade FBI badge. In my most official voice, I said, “Ma’am, I am executing a warrant to search the premises at apartment C of 12 East 126th Street, the dwelling place of one Carlos Vazquez, otherwise known as Charlie. If you do not allow me entry, ma’am, I am authorized to use reasonable force, up to and including blowing out the lock or kicking down the door. You should be advised that, if you do not assist me by providing me with a key, I will charge you with obstructing an officer of the law in the performance of his duty. Is there anything about this that you do not understand or require me to explain?” 
 
    She shook her head and went away and came back a moment later with a set of keys. 
 
    “These are the keys to apartment C. Is he coming back?” 
 
    I took the keys and smiled. “That’s what I am going to find out, Mrs. Manager.” 
 
    I let myself in the hall and climbed the dingy, dilapidated stairs to the top floor. The first thing I noticed when I opened the door was that the place had not been turned over. Though I had thought it more likely that he had gone on the run, I had half expected to find the place ransacked and Charlie’s dead body. But he was not there, dead or alive. The apartment was clean and orderly—unusually so for a kid of Charlie’s age living alone. There was a small dining table with two chairs on the right, by the window. A dresser on the left held a few books, a router and a small TV. Opposite that, there was a sofa, an old pine and glass coffee table, and a threadbare armchair. 
 
    On the left, there was a kitchen with a breakfast bar, and on the far left, opposite the kitchen, there were two doors. One seemed to lead out to a small terrace, the other led to a bedroom and a bathroom. There was nothing remarkable about either of them, except the fact that they were very clean and neat. In the bathroom, the toothpaste was still in the mug with the toothbrush, and his toiletries—deodorant, hair gel, shaving soap and razor—were all on the shelf. 
 
    In the bedroom, I looked in his wardrobe and his chest of drawers. There was everything you would expect to find: shirts, pants, shorts, socks, a couple of jackets, a pair of boots and a pair of sneakers. On the bedside table, there was a digital clock. I checked the alarm. There was nothing set. The drawer was empty. 
 
    I went to the kitchen. The fridge was stocked. There was a head of lettuce that looked as though it had given up hope on ever being eaten, and some tomatoes that were empathizing with the lettuce. There was cheese, butter, soymilk, a couple of Argentine steaks, four beers and a bottle of mineral water.  
 
    I cracked one of the beers, went to the living room, lit a Camel and sat on the sofa, looking around. So what was I missing? I took a swig, looked at the dresser and the bar. Well, for a start, a photograph of Carmencita Vazquez. There was not a single one in the apartment, of his sister, his family, a girlfriend—nada. Nor was there a computer, or a cell phone, or a diary, nor a passport, visa or a green card. What was missing was everything that would be important to him. What was left behind was everything that would suggest he had not fled, but would soon be back. 
 
    So, what was it he had wanted me to find? He had sent me the message and his address after he had left, which meant he had wanted me to come here. And if he’d wanted me to come to his apartment when he wasn’t here, it must be to find something. 
 
    What? 
 
    And why hadn’t Detectives Marsh and Delano turned the place over? Because they assumed he had taken whatever it was they wanted, with him. And whatever it was they wanted seemed to be a laptop and a diary.  
 
    My eyes traveled to the kitchen. Beside the door to the terrace, a calendar hung on the wall. It had the same marks on it I had seen on Zack’s calendar and on Bran’s. I stood and approached it to have a closer look. Several days were marked with a red circle in the center. Others were marked with a ‘TC’. They meant nothing to me, but something made me take the calendar from the wall, roll it up, and put it in my pocket. I tried the door, but it was locked. The old chub key was in the door, so I turned it, opened the door and stepped onto a small terrace that overlooked the back yard. There was a rusty railing and a small stack of old flower pots, covered with moss and lichen. I checked among the pots, but found nothing of interest and went back inside. 
 
    I knew I was missing something and I knew I couldn’t leave until I found it, but wherever I looked, all I found was nothing. I looked at the calendar again. ‘TC’—it didn’t mean a thing to me.  
 
    I was acutely aware that I was dealing with a mind that was on another level, that was clear and brilliant, and it occurred to me that perhaps a mind like that would think of something not clever and complex, but simple. Something so simple that most people would miss it. 
 
    I took another drag on my cigarette and another pull on my beer. Start from basics. What does he want to give me? Information. Information can be transmitted orally, in pictures, by recording or in writing. I began to pace toward the small table by the window. Clearly orally was out of the question, and any of the others risked being found if anybody searched the apartment. I stopped, turned and started walking back toward the kitchen. So, he could leave the information somewhere else, and a clue to that location in the apartment.  
 
    I sighed, ran my fingers through my hair, and swore softly at Charlie for not making things clearer. I was reaching and inventing instead of seeing what Charlie had intended me to see. Maybe he expected too much of me. 
 
    I stared at the kitchen door. There was nothing out there, so why was the door nagging at me. There was nothing pinned to it, nothing written on it, nothing hanging from it… 
 
    But there was. There was not one key, but two, tied together on a piece of kitchen twine. I pulled them out and saw that I was wrong. There were not two keys, but three: two identical chubs and one small Yale, hanging there in full sight, but exactly what you would expect to see hanging from a kitchen door lock, and therefore invisible. 
 
    I undid the string and removed the small Yale, then replaced the chub where it had been, in the door. After that, I slipped the calendar in my waistband, under my shirt, and made my way downstairs to return Mrs. Manager’s key.  
 
    I knocked loudly. She opened up and stared at me with wild, magnified eyes and an open mouth. 
 
    “Is he coming back?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Manager. I think he is.” 
 
    “That ain’t my name.” 
 
    “I know. You take care now.” 
 
    I returned to my car and sat for five minutes on the trunk, smoking and trying to look frustrated. Finally I flicked my cigarette across the blacktop, swore profusely and climbed into my car. I didn’t know if the guys in the Audi bought it or not, but I did my best. 
 
    Then, as evening started to close in, lights came on in the front room windows, streetlamps began to glow deep orange, filtered through the leaves of giant plane trees, and homecoming headlamps spilled across the blacktop. I climbed behind the wheel of the Zombie, fired her up and cruised sedately back toward the Madison Avenue Bridge. As I moved around the corner I saw the Audi’s headlamps come on, and as I moved out of sight, I floored the pedal. 
 
    The Zombie 222 is a remarkable, custom made machine. With dual lithium batteries and dual engines, it delivers eight hundred bhp, and one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque direct to the back wheels. It will reach 200 MPH and go from 0 to 60 in just over one and a half seconds. But the best thing is, she is totally silent. When the two guys in the Audi came around the corner, the Zombie had vanished from the face of the Earth. And while they searched for me, I made my way back to Bloomingdale and my apartment on Riverside Drive, thinking about five extraordinary geniuses, five laptops, five diaries; four illegal immigrants, four calendars, two Peabodys, and one lying Dr. Salcedo. I wondered as I drove if the Peabodys were not just a little too good to be true. I thought about everything they’d said and how they had described Hans and Hattie, and I wondered if they, like Dr. Salcedo, had not been lying just a little. 
 
    I thought maybe they had. 
 
   


 
  

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I stood under the shower for fifteen minutes, washing off the long day and allowing my brain to slow down and ease up. I pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and a T-shirt and set fire to a large steak in an insanely hot frying pan. While it charred on the outside, I poured myself a large Bushmills and lit a cigarette, then flipped the steak. After that, I took it, my glass and the bottle of Bushmills onto the terrace, overlooking the Joan of Ark Park and the Hudson. Then I let the cigarette burn itself out in the ashtray while I ate the steak and drank the whiskey, trying not to think. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. 
 
    I finished the steak, poured myself a refill, put my feet on the balcony railing, lit another cigarette and sat smoking, drinking whiskey and watching the darkness stain the sky and enfold the city.  
 
    The obvious assumption, taking Charlie’s text message at face value, was that he had somehow fallen foul of the Sinaloa. The assumption was not just based on the fact that he was Mexican, but also on the fact that they could, conceivably, have a grudge against his sister. That could be why she gave him my name and number in the first place. However, a slightly closer look showed no evidence at all of the presence of a drugs cartel; and if he was Mexican, it stood out like a sore thumb that everybody else involved was not. Each one was from somewhere else in the world. Somewhere, I told myself for the hundredth time, that wasn’t the U.S.A. Why was that significant? And why was it significant that Charlie was the only one who was here legally? 
 
    I stood and went inside, grabbed the bag of books I’d taken from Zack’s apartment and the calendars I had taken from Charlie’s and Hans and Hattie’s, and took them outside. I dropped into my chair and started with the books, going through them methodically, one page at a time. There was very little in the books that told me anything, mainly because practically all the annotations were equations which I did not understand. I tried to think of anybody I knew who understood advanced math. After a moment’s thought, I picked up my cell and photographed several pages, and sent them to Marni with the message, What do you make of these annotations? 
 
    Then, I pulled out Zack’s calendar. Every Sunday was marked with the letters TC, going back six months, all the way to Christmas. That timeframe again. What happened to these people, December-January, that led them down this path? I kept looking. There were random entries: Mezcal, meet the guys Ctrl Pk., Coffee C. April 21st had the annotation: Boston, 5:15, Ed Frenkel. Blackman Aud. That and a couple of others turned out to be public lectures in advanced math. 
 
    I picked up Charlie’s calendar. Like Zack’s, every Sunday was marked as ‘TC’ all the way back to Christmas 2017. Every one of Zack’s Mezcal entries was matched by one on Charlie’s calendar. Charlie was there at the meeting with ‘the guys’ at Central Park and coffee C was matched by Coffee Z. But Charlie didn’t go to the math lectures either in Boston or New York, though he did have several entries, at least once a week, where the day was marked by a red circle. Usually it was a Wednesday, but not always. There was nothing else written, no notes, no letters, no acronyms. Just a red circle. 
 
    I poured another whiskey and stared up at the black sky. It was black because there was too much light to see the stars. It struck me that that didn’t make any sense, and yet it was true. 
 
    There was a ping and I picked up my cell. It was a message from Marni.  
 
    They are observations on the text 
 
    I sighed and typed, I know. Are they smart or dumb? 
 
    She stayed online but didn’t answer for a while, then started typing. They’re def not dumb. Pretty deep. I did math to a pretty high level bt this is beyond me. 
 
    I sat thinking. After another silence, she typed, you good? 
 
    I felt a momentary irritation. Her question was about a year too late. I typed, Yeah, thx and went off line. 
 
    Marni was a world-class climatologist. Math and physics were a major part of what she did, and Zack’s annotations in the margins of textbooks on advanced mathematics were beyond her. And Zack was a twenty-year-old, unemployed, illegal immigrant, living in a squat. I thought again about how the Peabodys had described Hans and Hattie as so smart they were almost scary. And Lin had said Bran and his ‘special friends’ were smarter than everybody else, like the Big Bang Theory on steroids. I wondered how smart Charlie was… Or had been.  
 
    I looked up at the sky again and thought that in my case, it was the stars that were too bright, and weren’t letting me see the sky. 
 
    Then something caught my eye. It was an entry in pencil on Charlie’s calendar. It was for Friday 6th, just three days earlier, when he was supposed to be missing, but just one day before he texted me. It was so faint it was almost invisible, and I had to look close to work it out. It said, Dojo, W116 St. 
 
    I Googled martial arts schools near West 116th and found there were two, but only one was actually on West 116th. I sat and stared at it a moment. The handwriting, as far as I could make out, was the same as all the other entries, but it was the only entry in pencil. And it was the only entry that related to any kind of martial arts gym or sports of any sort. 
 
    I reached in my pocket and pulled out the small key I had taken from Charlie’s back door. It had a small number stamped into it: number 23. A locker at the dojo. That was what he had wanted me to find at his apartment. The obvious question then was, what was in the locker? And the obvious answer was, his laptop and his diary, or instructions on how to find them. 
 
    And that led me to two more questions: why had each of these remarkable people felt it necessary to keep a diary, and what was in those diaries and on those laptops that the men in the blue Audi, or whoever they worked for, were prepared to kill for? 
 
    I wondered for a moment if perhaps it wasn’t time to ask them, but before I could pursue that thought, there was a ring at my door. I looked at my watch. It was almost eight o’clock.  
 
    I gathered the books and the calendars, put them in a drawer, then went to the door and peered through the spy hole. I was surprised, but told myself I shouldn’t be, then opened the door and frowned. 
 
    “Dr. Salcedo. The porter didn’t notify me...” 
 
    She raised a very attractive eyebrow at me. “I have had cooler welcomes, but not many.” 
 
    I smiled and stood back. “Forgive me, he’s supposed to notify me if anyone is coming up.” 
 
    She returned the smile and stepped inside. “City girls,” she said. “We seem to find out early.” 
 
    “How to open doors with just a smile? Can I offer you a drink?” 
 
    “Vodka martini. I could kill for one. You have a beautiful apartment.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. She walked to the terrace door while I mixed her drink. She said, “You smoke.” 
 
    I joined her and handed her her glass. “Sometimes I even burst into flames. Not that I am not delighted that you decided to visit, but I am wondering why.” 
 
    “You’re not the most welcoming man in the world, are you, Lacklan Walker?” 
 
    She stepped outside and looked out at the lights in the park. Then she turned and rested her ass on the terrace wall, watching me, waiting for an answer. 
 
    I said, “It depends on who I am welcoming and why. You didn’t seem very keen to talk to me today, and yet now, here you are, at my apartment, unannounced. How did you know I wasn’t at the opera, or dining with the British Consul?” 
 
    She smiled for the first time. There was no warmth or humor in it. She said, “How is Antony? Is he back from L.A. already?” 
 
    I gave a small laugh and sat. “OK, so you realized I would figure out that you’d lied to me about your relationship with Charlie and decided you’d better come along and do some damage limitation.” 
 
    “Are you always this blunt and insensitive?” 
 
    I shook my head and sipped my whiskey, watching her. As I put my glass down, I said, “No. Sometimes I can be brutal, especially when people insist on playing games and wasting my time. What do you want, Dr. Salcedo?” 
 
    She turned away and for a moment looked genuinely upset. “Boy, that was harsh. If you must know, I came to explain to you about my relationship with Charlie, because if it became public knowledge, I would lose my job. I also came because I thought you looked interesting, and I wanted to know what you were about. Most people are judgmental, though few have the right to be. I get the feeling you’re not.” 
 
    My second cigarette had burned out in the ashtray. I took a third from the pack, flipped my old brass Zippo and lit up while she watched me. I exhaled and took a sip of whiskey. 
 
    “So tell me.” 
 
    “Charlie is nearly ten years younger than me, but he is a very exceptional young man. It’s not just his seemingly inexhaustible energy! That can actually be quite wearing…” She glanced at me and blushed. “I didn’t mean… Though…” She sighed and gave a small laugh. “Let’s get that over with and out of the way. We were lovers, and he was wonderful and inexhaustible! But it was much more than that. He was a prodigy. His ability to absorb, retain and understand information was exceptional. I had never met anyone quite like that. I doubt I ever will again.” 
 
    “Is that all it was, an affair?” 
 
    “It was more than an affair. We had real feelings for each other, even though we knew it couldn’t go anywhere. It was hard to stop it, but I began to realize that I was putting my whole career and my future at risk. So, Friday, I told him it had to stop.” She gave a painful sigh. “It sounds ruthless, but what choice did I have?” 
 
    “That must have been hard to do. How did you handle it?” 
 
    She frowned at me curiously. “I tried to make it as formal as possible. I asked him to see me in my office…” 
 
    I spoke with no special inflection. “So there would be no risk of falling prey to your feelings for him.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just watched and waited. 
 
    I went on, “But then, you were in love with his exceptional mind, not his inexhaustible body, so perhaps that wasn’t so difficult after all.” 
 
    “You make it sound so cheap and ridiculous. I thought you would not be judgmental, but you’re just like everybody else.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, Dr. Salcedo, maybe it would help if you stopped lying to me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about the Mezcal, on Saturday night. The Saturday after you say you called Charlie into your office to break things off. And I’m talking about Charlie’s friends. You doubt you will ever meet anyone as remarkable as Charlie, and yet on Friday, you met four people who were at least as remarkable as him.” I drew on my cigarette, took a slug of whiskey and tapped ash. Then, I said, “Dr. Salcedo, you are full of bullshit. I don’t make what you say sound cheap, you do. Now, how about you sit down and start telling me the truth?” 
 
    She became very serious, looked down into her glass, and said, “I see.” 
 
    “Do you? Don’t be too sure, Doctor. There may still be things you don’t see. I would not advise you to set off on a new course of Plan B lies. And believe me, if you do, you will be in a very deep heap of shit. Your city girl smile don’t open no doors here.” 
 
    She nodded and after a moment she sat.  
 
    “This is a little humiliating.” 
 
    “More lies?” 
 
    She flashed a look at me. “Give me a break, will you? Just let up a little. You made your point. Not everything I said was a lie.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “It’s true that I had Charlie come and see me on that Friday, and I did tell him that we had to break up, but he didn’t react the way I expected.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She gave me a very direct look. “I thought he’d be upset.” 
 
    “And he wasn’t?” 
 
    She gave her head a small shake. “No. He said that it made sense and that I was right to focus on my career. But…” She frowned, like she was trying to make sense of her own memories. 
 
    I said, “But what?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a kind of self sacrificial, emotional, ‘I only want the best for you’ kind of thing, before the guy goes and jumps off Brooklyn Bridge. He meant it. He was cheerful, bright-eyed: ‘Yeah, that makes a lot of sense, you really need to focus on your career right now, we can be friends,’ kind of thing. It shook me up.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “I’m not following you, Doctor.” 
 
    She gave a small laugh, but made it sound annoyed. “You may not have noticed, Mr. Walker, but I am a woman, and I have always considered myself quite an attractive one. I expected him to be upset, but he wasn’t fazed. What can I say? It wounded my pride. Also…” 
 
    I was smiling. “It made you realize that you liked him more than you had thought.” 
 
    She sighed. “Am I that predictable?” 
 
    I nodded. “And I can tell you it would only have lasted until you’d got him hooked again. As soon as he responded, you would have dumped him and kicked him in the balls before he could get back on his feet.” 
 
    “You’re a cynic.” 
 
    “I’m a realist, and I know there is nothing so cruel on this planet as a woman scorned. So what were you doing there on Saturday?” 
 
    “I called him and asked if we could meet. I wanted to talk to him. He said he was meeting some friends at the Mezcal, why didn’t I join them, and later he and I could talk.” 
 
    “So you had no idea what his friends were like.” 
 
    She became abstracted for a few moments, smiling to herself. “They laughed a lot. I got that they were joyful people. And I got that they were smart—very smart—like him. But to be honest, I didn’t spend long enough with them to get much more than that.” 
 
    I crushed out my cigarette and took another sip of my drink, savoring it for a long moment before swallowing.  
 
    “So what happened? Did you tell him you’d had a change of heart?” 
 
    “The party broke up. Hans and Hattie got a taxi home. Zack and Bran said they’d walk. It was only about half a mile to where they lived, and Charlie came home with me.” 
 
    I stared at her for a long moment. “You went home with Charlie on Saturday night, June 30th.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, as far as I am aware, you are the last person to have seen him. Because right after that, he disappeared.” 
 
    She held my eye, and after a moment she said, “I know.” 
 
   


 
  

 NINE 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    She stood and went back to the edge of the terrace, looking into the darkness that hid the vast river. “Are you going to report me to the university?” 
 
    She had her back to me, but I shook my head before I said, “No.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    She asked it before turning to look at me. 
 
    I said, “Because I want you to help me find him, and also because I don’t believe you did anything wrong. If there are rules that stop people who love each other from being together, however much sense those rules make, they are wrong.” 
 
    “My God, it’s human.” 
 
    “Very. Now tell me what happened.” 
 
    She looked down at the ground. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. You didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “We went home, to my place. West 155th.” 
 
    “That’s some pretty expensive real estate.” 
 
    She smiled. “We are well paid at Columbia, but not that well paid. I inherited it from my father. He was a very smart realtor.” 
 
    “In California.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and sighed noisily. “You are one hard son of a bitch. Are you cross examining me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine. Yes, I was born and grew up in California. My parents broke up and he expanded east. He bought and sold properties in Cali, and also in New York. He was a very rich man. I liked him. I applied to universities in New York because I wanted to be near him, got my degree from Berkeley, did my thesis with Columbia and was lucky enough to be able to stay on.” 
 
    “OK. So you went home together. What happened next?” 
 
    She spread her hands, looking a little exasperated. “We made scrambled eggs, drank tequila, fooled around, went to bed. I had an almighty hangover in the morning. I didn’t come ’round till about eleven. When I woke up, he was gone.” 
 
    “Did you call him?” 
 
    “I was pretty mad. Coming on top of the way he’d reacted when I broke up with him, it was a bit of a slap in the face.” She shrugged. “On top of my hangover, I didn’t feel much like talking to him. I eventually called him in the afternoon, but his phone was switched off. It’s stayed that way all week.” 
 
    “You didn’t notify anyone?” 
 
    She looked at me like I was stupid. “Come on! Get real! ‘When was the last time you saw him, Dr. Salcedo?’ ‘Oh, that would be when he was screwing me in my bed, officer.’” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Point taken.” 
 
    She sighed again. “I’m sorry. It’s had me pretty stressed out. The fact is, he had been acting a bit…” She looked around, searching for the word. “Well, I guess he’d been acting pretty emotional lately. I knew he had a sister, but he never talked about her, or the rest of his family. But he talked about family all the time, as a concept, an ideal. He had started talking about Mexico all the time, too. It became a pain in the ass, to be honest. And his mood would swing like crazy from being really happy and carefree to deep gloom in a matter of a fraction of a second.” 
 
    I went to take a drink and saw my glass was empty. I rested it in my lap and asked, “How so?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. We’d be talking about anything at all—a movie, a lecture he’d been to, a book he’d read, anything at all. And you have to remember this guy was positive energy incarnate. He was always smiling. When I tell you he smiled in his sleep, I am not being figurative. He had boundless, positive energy. He just got one hell of a kick out of simply being alive. As long as I had known him, that’s what he was like. Then, in the last month or so, end of May to end of June, he started getting these sudden, catastrophic drops. Like I say, we’d be talking, laughing, having a ball, and suddenly, whoomph! His face would change, his whole demeanor. He would sag and go into a long, protracted silence. Nothing you could say or do would bring him out of it.” 
 
    “Did he talk? Say anything?” 
 
    “Not often. Sometimes he’d make these terrible kinds of existential, nihilistic statements about how everything was pointless. How there was no enduring identity, no soul, no god, and therefore no meaning. Without meaning, life was pointless. That kind of stuff.” 
 
    I sighed and stood, holding out my hand for her glass. “The antithesis of his normal behavior and thinking.” 
 
    “Absolutely. The exact opposite. Are you kicking me out or offering me another drink?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m offering you a drink because you’re behaving yourself.” 
 
    She grinned, then laughed and handed me her glass. “You’re a real asshole, you know that?” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to tell me.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    I took the glasses inside and started fixing her another vodka martini while she leaned in the doorway, watching me. As I dropped in the ice, I asked her, “Did you ever discuss his mood swings with him? Suggest a therapist?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and nodded. “Of course. The problem was, he didn’t remember them. It was as though he blanked out while he was in that state.” 
 
    “Other people must have noticed it.” 
 
    “Sure, but nobody ever got close enough to him to discuss it with him.”  
 
    She came over and took the drink from my hand. 
 
    I said, “What about Zack and Hattie, that crowd?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have no idea. Perhaps you should ask them. They may be able to give you more information than I can.” 
 
    I studied her face a moment. She was frowning at me, like she was wondering why I was looking at her that way. Finally, I smiled and nodded, and poured myself another drink. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I suppose if he had gone back to Mexico, his sister would have contacted you.” 
 
    I turned to face her, leaning my hip against the sideboard, and nodded slowly, like I was thinking. 
 
    She went on, “I worry he might have done something, hurt himself. Do you think perhaps you should contact the hospitals, or the police?” 
 
    “That will probably be my next step.” 
 
    Her eyes were very bright, the whites very white and the dark centers almost black. She looked drawn, worn out with anxiety, but her skin, instead of being pale and pasty, was flushed, taut. Her face was extraordinary. A strand of black hair fell down beside her cheek. We stared at each other for a very long moment. She started to speak several times, but stopped each time, then finally said, “I have been so worried. It’s only been a week, but it feels like an eternity. I have had no idea which way to turn, what to do. It’s been a relief to tell somebody, and get it off my chest.” I didn’t say anything, and after a moment, she added, “It has been a very lonely week.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her I was married, that I loved my wife, that I could not be unfaithful to her. But my mouth was seized shut and all I could do was stare into her face. She took a step toward me, reached out with her hand and placed it on my chest. When I spoke, my voice was thick. 
 
    “Doctor…” 
 
    Her answer was almost a whisper. “Lucia…” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    She stood very close with her head bowed, almost touching me. She put her drink down and placed her other hand on my chest, beside the other. “Lacklan, I should go. This is not a good idea…” She looked up, brushed my cheek with her lips and whispered, “I am sorry…” 
 
    And next thing, she was closing the door behind her and running for the elevator. I stood looking at the closed door for a while, then carried my drink out to the terrace, wondering what the hell had just happened. I leaned on the parapet and looked out at the Hudson, vast and old as time, and said aloud, “Did I just get pumped?” I reviewed everything I had told her and decided I wasn’t sure. Then I reviewed everything she had told me and wondered if I had been fed. 
 
    Or perhaps what she had told me was basically true, and all she was doing was protecting her career. Perhaps. 
 
    I drained my glass, phoned Abi and talked to her for half an hour, then went to bed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Next morning, I was up at five AM to go running beside the river. I ran for half an hour, trained for an hour, and ran back for another half. At seven, I had breakfast and set out for West 116th before the traffic got heavy. There was a dark Dodge Charger with me most of the way, but it turned off at West 113th and didn’t reappear. 
 
    I drove around for a while, keeping my eye on the mirror. I didn’t see anything suspicious, so at just after eight, I parked outside the dojo and waited for it to open. At eight thirty, a young woman showed up in a tracksuit and a sleepy face. She unlocked the steel roller blind, heaved it up and went inside. A minute later, the lights inside flickered and came on. I climbed out of my car, grabbed a sports bag from the back seat and crossed the sidewalk to push in through the door.  
 
    It was a small, functional reception area with a small counter on the right, a computer and a couple of shelves of dobok, belts and books. Straight ahead, there were double doors that gave on to the dojo, and to the left there was a passage with a sign that said, ‘changing rooms’.  
 
    The girl behind the counter smiled and said, “You’re keen.” 
 
    I returned the smile. “Sure am.” I pointed toward the changing rooms. “OK if I…?” 
 
    “Sure, knock yourself out.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    She laughed back and I went in. The passage was long, narrow, and dimly lit. The first door on the right was the men’s changing rooms. I stepped inside and flipped the switch by the door. After a moment, there was a buzz and a crackle and the strip lights came on overhead, illuminating a functional, tiled room. There were eight showers along the left-hand wall. A bench ran along the right hand wall and the wall at the end was taken up by a bank of lockers. I found number thirty-two and opened it. 
 
    Inside there was a dobok, a black belt, which surprised me, and a diary. I took out the diary, put it in my bag and went back to reception. The girl looked surprised. “You ain’t staying?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Got a call. Cerebral infarction. Got to operate.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Oh, OK…” 
 
     I pushed out and loped across the sidewalk toward the Zombie. As I approached, I noticed the Charger was parked right behind it. The doors opened and four men in almost identical dark blue suits climbed out. They all had open-necked white shirts and they were all wearing very black Wayfarer sunglasses. The closest was balding on top and had a face like an angry brick. He was showing me a badge. The guy just behind him looked Italian. Behind him were a black quarterback whose head looked too small for his body and a gorilla whose jaw was too big for his head. 
 
    The guy with the badge said, “Detectives Marsh and Delano. What’s in your bag?” 
 
    I put a smile on the right side of my face and said, “Who are your big friends? Haven’t they got badges to show me?” 
 
    “Don’t get cute. What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “Don’t get cute? Seriously? Who writes your dialogue, Mickey Spillane?” 
 
    He snarled, “OK, smartass...” 
 
    I saw him reach for his piece. I held up both hands and spoke loudly. “OK! Take it easy!” I threw the bag at his feet. “Take the goddamn bag!” 
 
    In the same motion, I took a step toward him, slipped my left hand behind his head, and as he tried to back away, I smashed the heel of my hand into the side of his jaw, dislocating it and shattering the joint. As I released his neck, I slipped my hand under his jacket and pulled out his piece. As he staggered back and went down, over his shoulder I put two slugs through the gorilla’s face and watched his brain plume out the back of his head. It was a surprisingly big plume. 
 
    The black quarterback had a revolver in his hand and was crouching to take aim. I double-tapped into his huge chest and he stopped, gaped and stared down at the two red-black holes. He looked astonished, like he’d expected to be a hard target. 
 
    Meanwhile, Delano hadn’t gone for me. He’d gone for the bag. He snatched it from where it lay on the sidewalk and made a dash for their car. I hesitated a fraction of a second. I could have shot him, but I wanted him alive. So I ran. 
 
    I caught up with him as he was wrenching the door open. He reached for his weapon but I smashed my boot into the side of his knee and slammed my open right palm into his ear. He staggered and as he slid down the side of the car, struggling to straighten his legs, I reached out for the bag. That was when a small moon hit me in the back of the head.  
 
    I blacked out for half a second. When I came around, struggling to understand what had happened, I was lying on the sidewalk on my back. Marsh was standing, making a horrible, whimpering noise through his broken mouth. He had my sports bag in his right hand and he was pulling open the driver’s door of the Dodge. Delano was holding his head in his hands and half-running, half staggering around to the passenger’s side. I still had Marsh’s revolver in my fist. I tried to aim, but my vision was blurry. I let off two rounds, but next thing, the car was reversing, burning screaming rubber. It screeched to a halt, turned, then bolted forward and they were away, headed east at speed, down West 116th Street.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet and tried to stand, but my legs turned to jell-O underneath me. I fell, got up again and staggered to the Zombie. I clambered in and, trying to blink the pain from my head and the haze from my eyes, hit the ignition and slipped out fast and silent after the Dodge. 
 
    They were erratic, changing lanes without warning, accelerating insanely, then braking and swerving between cars. They were drawing attention to themselves, which meant they were desperate. I hung back. I didn’t need to stay close. They were not going to be hard to follow.  
 
    At Frederick Douglass, they jumped the lights, screeched right and fishtailed half across the road with black smoke spewing from their tires. By the time I reached the intersection, the lights had changed and I followed easily. My head still felt like I had a blunt axe wedged in it, but my vision was clearing.  
 
    They turned northwest onto St. Nicholas, then left and west again onto St. Mary’s Place. I began to get an idea where they were going. Next thing, they turned onto Broadway and were accelerating fast and crazy toward the George Washington Bridge. I stayed just out of sight, but I knew that with the Zombie’s acceleration, I could catch them whenever I needed to. 
 
    Crossing the bridge they began to slow, but their driving was still crazy and erratic, and I guessed it was because Marsh was driving, and with a broken jaw, he had to be in a hell of a lot of pain in his head.  
 
    They came off onto the Palisades Interstate Parkway and I began to smile to myself, despite the pain in my head. It was about time I started doing what I was good at, and getting some answers. 
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    I knew I had about two miles in which to catch them, and I began to close in so they could see me in their rearview mirror. By the time we hit exit 1 for Englewood and Palisade Avenue, I was right up their asses and all they could see in their mirror was the massive hood of the Mustang bearing down on them. They came off, cornering hard, with black smoke streaming from their back tires. I stayed with them, keeping inside and lining them up amidships. As they came out at the bottom of the loop, I floored the pedal, accelerating to over 100 MPH in a count of one, and rammed them hard just behind the front passenger door. The Dodge jumped sideways, the engine screamed, and as the tires bit the road again the whole car staggered and careened out of control. I rammed it a second time and it rolled onto its roof on the grass verge. Then it rolled again and landed on its wheels. I pulled over in front of them and climbed out.  
 
    I walked to the driver’s side and wrenched open the door. When I looked inside, I could see that the airbags had deployed and deflated. Marsh was leaning forward, making pathetic moaning noises. His eyes were rolling back in their sockets. I leaned in, took hold of his head in an arm lock and broke his neck. His worries were over. I looked across at Delano. He was very still and his eyes were closed. I went around, pulled open the door, and felt his pulse. He was alive. I took his weapon, stuck it in my waistband and undid his seatbelt. Then, I dragged him onto my shoulder and carried him to the back of the Zombie. There, I opened the trunk and slung him in. After that, I went back to the Charger. I found the diary on the floor, under Delano’s seat. I took it to my car, put it in the glove compartment, and took off fast. I didn’t rejoin the interstate. I turned right onto Sylvan Avenue and then headed north toward the forests that surround Green Brook Pond. 
 
    I took it easy. The big dent in the front of my car made it conspicuous, and with an unconscious man in my trunk, I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself. After two miles or so, I found the turn off that I was looking for. A small track that passed under the interstate and wound its way down into the forest, where there was an old, dilapidated shack I knew about, secluded among the trees, not far from the banks of the river. 
 
    The track ended where a massive pine tree stood at the center of a large, circular clearing. To the left there was an overgrown path, trodden over years through deep grass and nettles to a ramshackle, weather-beaten cabin surrounded by giant pines. 
 
    I opened the trunk and Delano looked up at me with groggy, stupefied, frightened eyes. I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, dragged him out and dumped him on the track at my feet. He curled up and shielded his head. I said, “Can you walk?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Get up. Stop cringing. I don’t want to hurt you if I don’t have to. Get going.” 
 
    He struggled to his feet and I showed him his piece. He didn’t react, he just turned and made his way toward the old cabin. Most of the windows had been boarded up, but over the years, some of those boards had been pulled away and the windows opened. The door had also been nailed shut at some point, but then somebody had torn it open to gain access for some reason, and no one had ever bothered to nail it shut again.  
 
    He pushed on the door and it scraped open. Inside, it was bare boards and a lot of junk, including a broken chair and some torn duct tape. He stood in the middle of the floor and turned to face me. He looked scared. To me, he looked scared enough to cooperate. So I spoke quietly. “Sit down on the floor. Take your shoes off.” 
 
    He swallowed, then sat awkwardly and started pulling off his shoes.  
 
    I said, “You Italian?” 
 
    He glanced at me. “Yeah.” 
 
    “New Jersey?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I made a face. “What, you started with the Mob, then graduated?” 
 
    “Somethin’ like that.” 
 
    “You married?” 
 
    He was holding one shoe in his hands and looked up at me. He’d gone a pasty gray color. 
 
    I smiled. “How many kids?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I ain’t married. No kids.” 
 
    I waved the gun at his feet. “The socks, take’em off.” As he started pulling at them, I went on, “I don’t need to check your wallet to know you’re married, Delano. I can see it in your face, and the ring on your finger. But here’s the deal. You cooperate, work with me, and you get to go home to your wife and kids tonight. Give me a hard time and I won’t kill you. I’ll leave you to be eaten alive by the river rats.” I hunkered down in front of him and looked him straight in the eye. “Do I look to you as if I am bluffing? Do I need to prove I mean it?” 
 
    He shook his head. He was sweating and his color hadn’t improved. There is a definite point beyond which I won’t go. Feeding a family man to rats while he’s still alive is well beyond that point. But he didn’t know that. 
 
    I said, “Give me your cell.” 
 
    He handed it to me and removed his other sock. I picked them up and threw them out the door where he couldn’t reach them. Then I leaned against the wall. “This is how this works, Delano. I ask you a question. You answer. Some of the questions I already know the answer to. They’re only there to test if you’re lying. Other questions I don’t know the answer to. If I catch you in a lie, I blow off your elbow. A second lie, the other elbow, then your knees. Then I leave you for the rats.” I spread my hands. “You know the drill, you’ve done similar things yourself, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “You don’t need to keep scaring me, mister. I ain’t a hero. I could’a took a pop at you back there, but I didn’t. I left the Mafia to get away from this kind of shit, and I wind up in this outfit.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s start right there then. What is ‘this outfit’ exactly?” 
 
    He shrugged. “That ain’t no secret. It’s a private security company, Mars Security. It’s stupid, you can call me a sissy, but I really don’t like violence. It makes me sick to my stomach. I told the don, he’s my cousin’s uncle, I can’t do this kind’a thing, he said, it’s OK, I could go, get a job. I never cheated no one, you know? Nobody has a beef with me. So I wind up with fuckin’ Mars Security…” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you for your goddamn biography, Delano, cut to the chase.” 
 
    “OK! So my cousin told me he had a friend who could use a guy like me in his private security outfit. I thought, you know, all I had to do was stand around and look tough. I can do that. But they’re recruiting for this contract with some billionaire who needs a fuckin’ private army. The big boss, he’s my cousin’s friend, he puts it in the hands of a guy…” He looked at the wall, nodding to himself. We might have been having coffee at Toby’s Estate. “What’s his name, it’ll come to me, fuckin’ Scottish guy, I can’t understand a fuckin’ word he says. Sykes! Sykes! I knew I’d remember. Martin Sykes.  
 
    “Yeah, so Sykes is in charge of the operation. And he hears through the grape vine I was involved with the Mob. I told him, you know? I don’t do that no more. But he says, ah, don’t worry about it—he says, ‘Dinni woorrih’ like that, ‘Dinni woorih!’ Talks like he’s havin’ a fuckin’ stroke. The money’s great. Just do the fuckin’ job, he says.” 
 
    I’d worried about making him talk. The problem was going to be getting him to shut up. I cut him short. “So Sykes is employed by Mars to run this guy’s security.” 
 
    “That’s what I just got through tellin’ you.” 
 
    “So who is ‘this guy’?” 
 
    He held up both hands. “OK, now don’t get mad. I’m tellin’ you the truth. I can tell you where he lives, but his name, I ain’t sure. I think he’s called Troy, but if I said that was his first name or his surname, I might be lying. He’s got a fuckin’ palace on the corner of Lincoln Avenue and Booth Street, in Englewood. It’s like in the middle of a fuckin’ park. I seen some nice houses in my time. You can imagine, right? The dons…” 
 
    “Delano?” 
 
    “Yeah, what?” 
 
    “Am I going to have to shoot you to shut you up?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I run off at the mouth. I can’t help it. My wife says it’s because I’m a Gemini. I think it’s when I get nervous. Right now, I’m nervous. I’m nervous. It’s understandable. You might shoot me.” 
 
    “Only if you don’t shut up, right? So relax.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll relax.” 
 
    “Why were you tailing me?” 
 
    “Sykes told us to follow you and report back on what you did.” 
 
    “The question was why?” 
 
    He hunched his shoulders and gesticulated like only Italians know how, with both hands. “That’s why we was doin’ it. I don’t know why he wanted to know where you was goin’ and what you was doin’. We ain’t exactly pals. We don’t discuss his inner motivations and his fuckin’ emotional conflicts! You know what I’m tellin’ you? He tells me do it, I do it. Besides, I already told you, I can’t understand a goddamn thing he says. He says, follow this car, see where he goes, who he sees, and report back to me. That’s what I do” 
 
    “You killed Zack, Hans, Hattie…” 
 
    He shook his head. “Marsh did that. I told him, I didn’t sign up for this, you understand what I’m saying to you? I signed up to stand on his fuckin’ drive in a nice Hugo Boss suit, with my shades an’ a fuckin’ microphone in my ear, lookin’ mean. I didn’t sign up to go kill homeless kids.” He shook his head. “Marsh was in the Marines. He’s used to killing people. That was a shame.” 
 
    “What about Bran? Marsh went with a woman.” 
 
    “I don’t know, on my mother’s life, I wasn’t there. He went with somebody else.” 
 
    “Troy wanted them dead?” 
 
    He nodded. “They was only young. And that girl. What he wanna have to go and do that for? That was a shame.” 
 
    “You could have said no.” 
 
    “And have them come after my family? Uh-uh.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry for them, but family is family.” 
 
    “Why’d he want them dead?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Marsh was the muscle, Sykes was the middle man. We never got to talk to this Troy character. He told Sykes, Sykes told us. I can tell you the what and the how, but if you wanna know the why, you gonna have to talk to Sykes or Troy.” 
 
    I thought about scaring him, but I knew he was telling the truth and he’d told me everything he had. Now I had to decide what to do with the son of a bitch.  
 
    “You’re compromised. If you go back, Sykes will kill you. Will the don take care of you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can go to Miami with my cousin. That’s a different cousin.” Then he frowned. “You ain’t gonna kill me?” 
 
    “Not today. Get your damn shoes, I’ll drop you at Union City.” 
 
    He made an Italian face and nodded a lot, very slowly. Then he pointed at me. “You’re a regular guy. I owe you one, pal.” 
 
    I pulled open the door. “Yeah, just don’t put a giant fountain in my drive, will you.” 
 
    He frowned at me like I was crazy, then his face cleared and he started laughing. “Oh, yeah! Like the movie. Hahahaa! That was a funny movie. I like that. You’re all right. You know that?” 
 
    I took the long way back, via Cresskill, and he talked all the way. I tried to focus my mind on what a billionaire in Englewood would have against five young, homeless prodigies, and why he would want Charlie’s diary so bad he’d be prepared to kill for it. Meanwhile, Delano told me how much he liked my car, how he’d once owned a ’67 Alfa Romeo, about his mother’s osso buco, his wife, his life, his hopes, his nightmares and his dreams. 
 
    “Sometimes,” he said, “I believe there is, like, a higher purpose in life. Do you believe that? I’m a Catholic, you, I am figuring you are a Protestant or an atheist or some shit like that. No offense. But that don’t mean you can’t believe in a higher purpose, right? And sometimes God can bring two people together to show them something. And you know what? I think God brought you into my life right now to show me that I had taken the wrong path. What do you think about that?” 
 
    I thought to myself that if there were a god, he would have made me break Delano’s jaw and interrogate Marsh. That way I could have killed them both. He went on. 
 
    “Like, how is it possible? Nah, don’t look at me like that. Show a little respect. I’m being serious here. How is it possible that a guy like me—I ain’t gay, I ain’t a Nancy, I’m a hard case. How is it that a guy like me can be born into a family like mine, a Mob family, exposed to real violence from the age of twelve—you know, killing, maiming, breaking bones—and suddenly, at the age of thirty-five, for no apparent reason, have a total change of heart? How is that possible? Suddenly, I discover compassion. It was always there, I always had it, but I never saw it before!” He stared at me, then flapped a hand. “Ah! You probably think I’m crazy.” 
 
    But something he’d said had caught my attention. We sat in silence for a while, cruising through Rutherford toward the Metlife Stadium. After a while, I said, “It was always there, but you never saw it.” 
 
    He looked at me resentfully for a moment, then shrugged. “Yeah. Like, my family never let me see what was there. It’s a kind of conditioning. You know what I’m saying to you? Then, I guess it’s one sobbing guy too many, one plea for mercy too many, and something kind’a shifts. Something changes. You can’t do it anymore.” 
 
    “You literally changed your mind.” 
 
    “Huh?” He looked at me like I had started speaking Chinese. When I answered, I was talking more to myself than to him. 
 
    “Your mind was shaped by your parents, your family, like a computer program. But then something happened to you and the program changed. Different aspects of your mind were activated. It’s like you’re on your PC and you’re using Google to surf the net. Then you close down Google and you start using Word, or iTunes. Those programs were always on your computer, you’d just never used them before.” 
 
    He made a face and nodded a few times. “Yeah, I guess it could be something like that. Now, God put you in my path so that I can have the chance to be a better person.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    I pulled into the parking lot of La Roca Supermarket. I studied his face, wondering if I was being a sap. “Don’t make me regret this, Delano.” 
 
    “You won’t. You’ll never hear from me again. I’m gonna start a new life in Miami.” He held out his hand. “Some day I hope I get the chance to pay you back. I know you shoulda oughta killed me. But you didn’t. That makes you a good man.” 
 
    I took his hand. “Pay it forward, Delano. Now get the hell out of my sight before I change my mind.” 
 
    I watched him hurry across the parking lot, asking myself if I had gone insane. But I was pretty sure he would not go back to Sykes or Troy. He knew they’d kill him. And there was truth in what he had said. At some point, you start to be aware of the compassion. It was always there, you always had it. It’s the most important part of being human. And when you become aware of it, you just can’t ignore it anymore. 
 
    But there was more to it than that. I put the Zombie in gear and headed for the Lincoln Tunnel. As I plunged into the darkness, under the great weight of the river Hudson, I knew that what he had said was important, very important. People change. That was important, but I didn’t yet know why. 
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    I crossed Manhattan and made my way to the 43rd Precinct on Storey Avenue, in the Bronx. It was Eleven o’clock when I walked in and asked to see Detective Mo Novak. I was taken upstairs to interrogation room number three and sat at a table. After five minutes, Detective Mo Novak came, perspiring and carrying two paper cups of dirty liquid. He squinted down at me. “This what they call eight AM in Boston?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was unavoidably detained, Detective, but I am here now.” 
 
    He sat and switched on his recorder, then stated who was present, where and when. After that, he said, “Just talk me through it again, will you?” 
 
    I had been struggling since the day before about how much to tell him, and whether to tell him about Charlie’s text message or not. Logic dictated I should, but for some reason I could not explain to myself, for the second time in as many days, I lied.  
 
    “An acquaintance of mine telephoned me from Mexico. She was worried about her brother, Charlie Vazquez. She hadn’t heard from him for a while. He’s a student at Columbia. I asked around and they said he was a friend of Hans and Hattie’s. I went to the Peabodys’ to ask if they had any news of him. Like I told you, Mr. and Mrs. Peabody were very hospitable and offered me lemonade on the veranda. That was when I noticed the flies…” 
 
    “So who is this acquaintance, and who is her brother?”  
 
    “Like I told you, Detective, her name is Carmen Vazquez. She lives in Mexico. A couple of years back, she had got into some trouble in Arizona. I helped her out, got her on her feet and back home to Mexico. Her brother, Carlos Vazquez, is on a student visa at Columbia University, studying biology. He must be a smart kid.” 
 
    “And he has disappeared?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it was a false alarm. The pressure of studies was getting to him and he dropped out. She called me this morning and said he’d telephoned her from Vegas and he was on his way back to Mexico.” 
 
    He curled his lip. “Kids. If they was more afraid of their dad than they was of a bit of hard work, things like that wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “You got that right. I was in the army at nineteen. There was no dropping out there, believe me.” 
 
    He nodded a few times, reading my face with shrewd, little eyes. “Carlos Vazquez, huh? Back in Mexico.” 
 
    “So I am told.” 
 
    “How well do you know this kid?” 
 
    “Not at all. I have never met him.” 
 
    “You never met him?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “You must know the sister pretty good. Were you romantically involved?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, nothing like that, Detective. As I said, I met her briefly in Arizona. She’d got herself into a mess. She was brought into the United States illegally by the Sinaloa drugs cartel. She was being used as a prostitute. I helped her to get back to Mexico, and to get her life sorted.” 
 
    He was frowning hard at me. “Forgive me, Mr. Walker, but you must realize that that sounds like a very improbable story.” 
 
     “Yes, I know.” I nodded a few times. “Until you put it into context.” I smiled apologetically. “You see, I’m a billionaire. My father made a fortune and he wasn’t always very scrupulous about how he amassed his fortune. So, now that he is dead and I have inherited his wealth, I like to make a difference where I can.” I handed him my card. “My father was Robert Weston…” 
 
    He studied it for a moment, nodding, then sighed. “Who told you Hans and Hattie were friends of his?” 
 
    “Fellow students at Columbia. I’m afraid I don’t know their names. You must realize, I didn’t come here planning to play detective.” I gave a small laugh. “I thought I was going to find Charlie with a bad hangover, give him a pep talk and take him out to lunch somewhere, and put him back on the straight and narrow. The last thing I expected was to find his friends murdered.” I paused. It made perfect sense and it was more or less what he expected to hear. After a moment, I said, “Detective, may I ask you something?” 
 
    He jerked his head at me. “What?” 
 
    “How were they killed?” 
 
    “Gunshot wounds to the head. Why?” 
 
    “An execution. You and I have seen plenty of them in our time, no doubt.” 
 
    He nodded. “Why d’you ask?” 
 
    “It had crossed my mind that Carlos disappeared at roughly the same time as Hans and Hattie. I wondered if he might have been killed, too.” I sighed. “I wondered if there had been any young Latino John Does reported in that time frame, over the last week or so.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We checked. Have you got a number for Carmen Vazquez we can contact if we need to?” 
 
    “Not on me, but I can email it to you as soon as I get back to Weston.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.”  
 
    He handed me his card and I put it in my wallet. “Is there anything else, Detective? I am keen to get back to my wife. It’s been a trying couple of days.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. We’ll be in touch if anything comes up.” 
 
    I thanked him and left.  
 
    Outside, I stood a while staring absently at a burgundy Jaguar Mk II parked next to my Zombie. It was a handsome car, but all I could think of was that I needed a shower, a steak and a beer, and to spend a while thinking through the facts. The more facts I had, the less sense they all made. I hadn’t expected Charlie to show up at the city morgue, but it was something to know he hadn’t—not yet, anyway. I climbed into the Zombie, pulled silently out of the lot and cruised slowly through the midday heat, back to Manhattan and Riverside Drive.  
 
    I stood for twenty minutes under the shower, switching from hot to cold and back again. Finally, I stepped out, toweled myself dry and pulled on a pair of jeans. I grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and took Charlie’s diary and Delano’s phone to the dining table. The first thing I checked was the last number Delano had called. I figured if Marsh was driving, half out of his mind with a broken jaw, Delano had done the phoning to say they had the diary and were on their way.  
 
    The call was to a cell, and he’d made it about two minutes before they turned off for Englewood. I ran a GPS search for the number and found it was exactly where Delano said it would be, on the corner of Lincoln Avenue and Booth Street. Half an hour on the New Jersey Land and Deeds Records Directory told me that the address belonged to the Ceres Corporation. Ten minutes on Google told me that the CEO of the Ceres Corporation was Francoise Michel Troyes.  
 
    Troy. 
 
    But the name was nagging at my memory for another reason. I knew it would come to me, so I let it be for the moment and read on. Troyes’ vice president and head of research and development was Wolfgang Fokker. If I had been twelve years old, I would have sniggered at the name. Instead, I just smiled, real mature.  
 
    There was a YouTube video of Fokker being interviewed on a TV chat show. I clicked on it. He was a small man who looked more Latin than Germanic. He had dark hair and brown eyes, and an excitable, animated way of talking. He sat forward, on the edge of his chair, and gesticulated with the backs of his hands, like he was holding two large cups while he talked. 
 
    The interviewer asked him, “I think, Wolfgang, what a lot of viewers will want to know is, have you fully considered the ethical and moral aspects of this bill, and the research you are proposing to conduct?” 
 
    “Yuh, of course, and vee would all like to live in zee Walt Disney movie, but, you know, vee are in zee real world and it is no good to hide behind some beaudiful idea of how vee are want zee world to be, and ignore zee reality.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really answer my question, Wolfgang. Are you saying that morality belongs in a Disney movie? That won’t be very reassuring to viewers who are worried by the kind of…” 
 
    Fokker was shaking his head. “No, no, no, Larry, zat is not what I am saying. Science and technology heff opened up a new world. A world where there are no limitations. Vee can now become like zee gods of Olympus. Larry, vee do not need to die! Can you conceive of zis? Vee do not need to grow old. Vee do not need to work. Vee are at zee portal, not of Eden, but of paradise, for vee are about to become gods. Science fiction cannot keep up with science! And people are scared of this. People want to go back! Back to what is safe, on zee Christmas card, zee little cottage mit zee smoke in zee chimney.” 
 
    “Well, Wolfgang, as you are refusing to answer my fairly straightforward question, I take it the answer is no, you have not considered the moral implications.” 
 
    Fokker laughed. “There are no ‘moral implications’.” He used his fingers to make the inverted commas. “Ceres Corporation is not in zee business of hurting or exploiting people. Ceres is in zee business of promoting learning, understanding and wellbeing. We make more donations to universities zan any other corporation in the world; vee fund research departments in Ivy League universities like Columbia and Stanford! Vee are funding five thousand schools in zee Third World. So what are people scared of? What is this immoral thing that vee are doing? ‘Playing God’. Why? Because we recognize that human destiny is to use science to conquer death, aging, illness and suffering?” 
 
    “And how exactly do you plan to do that, Wolfgang?” 
 
    He leaned forward and pointed at the interviewer with a long finger, and his eyes looked mad. “By switching off zee death genes!” 
 
    I switched off the video and sat staring out at my bright, sunlit terrace. Science fiction cannot keep up with science. I believed there was a deal of truth in that. I wondered how you switched off death genes. Then I wondered how you switched any gene on or off.  
 
    People change. That was the recurring theme. Did people change when you switched their genes on and off? That was crazy. 
 
    I turned my pack of Camel over a few times in my fingers, and wondered what a world of eight billion breeding immortals would be like. It sounded like exactly the kind of nightmare Omega had wanted to avoid, before I decapitated them[3]. But Omega would have kept this technology for the few, not the many. And I was pretty sure that was what Fokker and Troyes had in mind too, whatever they may say. 
 
    On a sudden impulse, I opened an email and attached the YouTube video. I addressed it to Marni, and in the subject box I put, Is this Omega? and sent it. As I watched it go, I told myself that if Omega wasn’t dead, they were languishing. They could never recover from what I had done to them. Senator Cyndi McFarlane was gaining a following on both sides of the House, to tackle not only the issues of climate change and overpopulation, but also the accountability of secret government bodies and organizations.  
 
    Omega was dead, or dying. 
 
    I pulled a cigarette from the pack and lit up, then started reading Charlie’s diary. It started Sunday 7th of January. It was a short entry. 
 
    TC. Not much to report. Feel a bit weird. Is hard to explain, like I know nobody is gonna understand me. I feel kinda alienated. But I know Zack and the guys are feeling the same, and that kinda helps. Also feeling pretty excited. Like the dragon is waking!  
 
    The 8th January was even shorter. 
 
    Nothing to report. Business as usual. Disappointed. 
 
    There was no entry for Tuesday. Wednesday said simply: Feeling pretty let down. Can’t see much point in keeping a diary if I have nothing to report. But looking forward to Sunday.  
 
    He had inserted a winking, smiling face beside it. I thought back to the calendar. Sundays all had the big red circle. I kept turning the pages, but there were no more entries for that week. Then Sunday there was another, longer entry. 
 
    Sat through a pep talk about being constant and staying focused. Pretty subjective stuff coming from people who are supposed to be objective observers. Still, the proposition has sufficient merit to warrant giving it another week—having said that, I honestly think it’s a waste of time. Discussed it with Zack and he feels pretty much the same. If things haven’t improved by Tuesday AM we’ll have a round table with Bran, Hattie and Hans and make a decision. 
 
    I frowned and turned back to the first entry, compared the handwriting and read through it again. The handwriting was identical, but it didn’t seem to be written by the same person. I turned to Monday 15th. 
 
    Holy fuck! I just read a thirty-five-page chapter on cell mutation and I can remember the whole goddamn thing! I am trying to forget it and make mistakes—I can’t! I went for a walk, I ran in the park, I talked to Zack on the phone. I still remember the whole goddamn fucking chapter! I am scared to read any more in case I remember the whole damned book. How much space have we got in our heads? I keep freaking out. I keep asking questions like, who am I? If I can change this much, am I still me? It’s doing my fucking head in, man! 
 
    Tuesday 16th: 
 
    I feel better after four hours’ sleep. I was pretty freaked yesterday. But now I am aware that I am still me. Nothing has changed in that respect. It raises interesting questions about the nature of identity. I feel the same, I know I am still ‘me’ whatever that is. So it seems that the nature of self does not alter with the volume of information available to it. Nor with the speed of access to that information. Yet, my behavior has altered, the way I express and conduct myself has altered and is altering, so I am faced with the profound problem of identifying who, or what, exactly, is ‘I’. I feel I am in the midst of an existential crisis. 
 
    Wednesday 17th: 
 
    I have a growing sense of wellbeing. Hattie’s advise to start meditating has been very helpful. My sense of ‘I’ though increasingly difficult to define, is, at the same time, becoming stronger. I have concluded that ‘I’ is, by its very nature, indefinable: ‘that which cannot be defined’, is I. I am looking forward to Sunday, though I am also increasingly aware that I am capable of handling this without guidance. My vitality is enormous, my energy seems to be inexhaustible, and where before I feared to assimilate more information, now I hunger for it.  
 
    Thursday 18th: 
 
    O. I woke up feeling drained, exhausted, aimless, profoundly depressed. It was good to talk. It helped. I asked if these crashes would be a recurring thing. It seems that is unlikely. I am scared. I don’t know what I am becoming. I don’t know who I am. I seem to have no control over what’s going on. I asked Zack and the others. They said they had had similar crashes. Hattie and Hans yesterday. Zack and Bran today. That is no coincidence. 
 
    I sighed and felt depressed. There were no prizes for guessing what was going on here. It was all too obvious. It was an age old story, where people with too much power offered the illusion of freedom in exchange for the reality of enslavement. I noticed the red circle at the beginning of the paragraph and wondered again what it was, what it meant, if it was the same circle that appeared on the calendar. I reached over and leafed back to January 18th. It had a red circle on it. I sagged back in my chair, took a drag on my cigarette and a swig of warm beer. 
 
    Then my cell rang. I picked it up and looked at the number. I didn’t recognize it. I thumbed green and said, “Yeah, Walker.” 
 
    “Lacklan, it’s me, Lucia.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Have you heard from Charlie?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “He hasn’t called you?” She sounded surprised. 
 
    I frowned. “I just told you no. Why? What is it?” 
 
    She hesitated, and when she spoke, she sounded scared.  
 
    “He just called me.” 
 
    “He what? What did he say? Where is he?” 
 
    “Please come over, Lacklan. I need you to come here. Please.” 
 
   


 
  

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I left the Zombie in the parking garage, walked to West End Avenue and hailed a cab. I climbed in and gave him the address. As we moved north, I sat back and stared out the window at the hot glare of the afternoon streets, and thought about the polarized extremes of a toxic society, where people like Francoise Troyes and Wolfgang Fokker could prey on homeless, harmless people like Zack and Hans and Hattie, and Bran, and use them as lab rats; where accountability had become one more item of politspeak, whose meaning few remembered anymore, and whose demise even fewer mourned.  
 
    Omega may be dead, but everything they stood for: the dehumanization of the weak, their enslavement to serve the bloated, complacent greed of the powerful, that lived on. For one bitter, hopeless moment, I wondered if there were any point in fighting, when in the end, if you fought for humanity, you ended up having to fight human nature. 
 
    We arrived, I paid the cabbie and rode the elevator to her floor. When she opened the door to me, her eyes were wide with fear. She didn’t greet me but looked right and left down the corridor, then stood back to let me in, searching my face anxiously.  
 
    “He didn’t call you?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t call me.”  
 
    We were in a small, over-decorated entrance hall. “He said he would call you.” 
 
    “When? How long ago?” 
 
    “A little before I phoned. Forty-five minutes ago? An hour? Come in.” 
 
    She pushed open a dark, wooden door onto a spacious room with French doors onto a small balcony at the far end. Two steps led down from a parquet dining area to a living area that was populated by over-stuffed, cream calico armchairs and a huge sofa of the same design. She took my arm and led me to one of the chairs. As I sat, she said, “What does it mean, Lacklan? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I might be able to tell you if you would tell me what he said.” 
 
    She didn’t answer straight away. She blinked a few times in rapid succession, clasping her hands in her lap, rubbing the backs of her right fingers with the heel of her left hand.  
 
    “He told me you should stop looking for him. He said it was just causing problems. I told him we couldn’t do that. We were worried about him. He said he was OK, he just wanted to be left alone, he was going back to Mexico, to his sister. I told him you were concerned for his safety. He said he’d be in touch.” 
 
    “So he’s not in Mexico yet.” 
 
    “No, I guess not. He said he was going.” 
 
    “He gave no indication of where he was?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    I frowned at her, trying to piece everything together. “Why are you afraid, Lucia?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.” She waited for reassurance. I didn’t give her any, so she went on. “Somebody has been following me.” 
 
    “Have you seen them?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s always the same person.” She hesitated. “At least, I think it is. Despite the heat, they are wearing a long coat, kind of dirty brown, sunglasses and a hat—like an Indiana Jones kind of hat. You know what I mean?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a little melodramatic.” 
 
    A flash of irritation contracted her face. “Next time I see him, I’ll tell him to see a fashion consultant!” 
 
    “Cut it out. How often have you seen him?” 
 
    “Four, maybe five times.” 
 
    “How can you be sure he’s not just a student? Kids go in for that kind of dress. He’s probably dressed as his avatar in some online game.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and her eyes were bright with anger. She stood and walked to the balcony. “If you’re just going to humiliate me and laugh at me, please leave, and close the door on your way out.” 
 
    I got to my feet and went to stand close behind her. “I’m not laughing at you or humiliating you, Lucia. The question is a serious one, more serious than you perhaps realize.” I took hold of her shoulders and turned her around to face me. “How can you be sure it is not just a student dressed in his on-line fantasy gear?” 
 
    “For a start, pendejo…” 
 
    “I know what that means.” 
 
    “Good! For a start, I have never seen him on campus. I have only ever seen him around my neighborhood, if I’ve gone to buy groceries, or to take a walk in the park. He’s there, walking behind me. He doesn’t try to hide it, but he stays too far away for me to talk to him, too far away for me to see him clearly.” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Since you came to see me at college. And what it seems to me is that he knows what my movements are at college, but he wants to know what my movements are at home.” 
 
    “How could you know that? You have some idea who it is?” 
 
    She nodded several times. “Yeah.” She nodded again. “I think it’s Charlie. And I think his telephone message was a warning.” 
 
    “A warning?” 
 
    “Stay away.” 
 
    I frowned. “But…” I trailed off. Things started suddenly to make some kind of weird sense. “What are you saying, Lucia?” 
 
    She pushed past me and took two steps into the middle of the room, then turned with her hands clenched in front of her. “Lacklan, I am scared.” 
 
    “What of?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but, if this is Charlie, what’s happened to him? Has he gone crazy? Why is he saying he is going to Mexico, but he’s hanging around here stalking me? Why is he warning me—us—to stay away?” 
 
    My mind was racing. I stared hard at her face, trying to read her. After a moment, I said, “Tell me about Francoise Michel Troyes and Wolfgang Fokker.” 
 
    She creased her face, like I’d started speaking to her in Swahili. “What? Have you listened to anything I just said?” 
 
    “Yeah, all of it.” I nodded. “Just humor me. Tell me about them. Are they involved in your department?” 
 
    She spread her hands and shrugged. “Yes, of course they are! What’s to tell? My department is largely funded by the Ceres Corporation. Wolfgang is honorary chair of Nano-Tek and advisor to the White House on future technologies. He is a very brilliant man. They both are. But what has this to do with Charlie? He wasn’t even my student. He wasn’t in my department.” 
 
    I returned to the sofa and sat on the arm, staring at the floor, calculating in my head. I said, “How long did you know Charlie, Lucia?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Maybe six months. Why? What’s going on, Lacklan? What are you thinking? You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    “And all the time you knew him he was the same: dynamic, full of positive energy, brilliant…?” 
 
    “Yeah. Always. He had his moments, like I told you…” She trailed off. “Though they had started to increase lately…” 
 
    I nodded that I already knew that and said, “What would you say if I told you that last November and December, Charlie was a normal guy, like any other? Bright, lively, but pretty much like any other kid of his age?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’d say that was impossible. I’d say you had to be mistaken. Nobody can suddenly become a genius overnight. And from what I was seeing in Charlie, he was no ordinary genius with an IQ of one forty-five, either. We are talking about an exceptional intellect that had not yet reached its full potential. That doesn’t just happen. That is something you are born with.” 
 
    “You’d think so, but what if I told you I could prove it?” 
 
    She stared at me, uncomprehending. “What are you saying to me, Lacklan?” 
 
    “And what if I told you it wasn’t just him? What if I told you there were others?” 
 
    She shook her head, short, quick shakes. “No, I’m sorry. It’s science fiction.” 
 
    I smiled. “To quote your honorary chair, Wolfgang Fokker, head of your department, science fiction cannot keep up with the developments in science.” 
 
    She sighed and walked away toward the dining room, then stopped and turned back. “Lacklan, I called you to ask for your help, not to hear some crazy fantasy about…” She waved her hand in the air. “Whatever this is.” 
 
    “Really? You say you’re scared because you’re being stalked. Well, ‘whatever this is’ is five kids who suddenly, overnight, six months ago, started developing extraordinary mental faculties: memory, observation, focus, perception, empathy, imagination, abstract calculation, analysis. Intelligence itself is almost impossible to define, but the processes that make up intelligence, they are identifiable and quantifiable. And it was those very processes that became suddenly enhanced in all five of those kids. Each one of them kept a diary, including Charlie, and each one of them had a laptop.” 
 
    She had become very serious and took a couple of steps back toward me. “You are talking about Zack, Bran…” 
 
    “Hans and Hattie, yes, I am. And the thing that was playing on my mind right from the start was, how come they are all illegal in this country, except Charlie? Why is that? But of course, it wasn’t just that they were illegals, none of them had roots either. None of them had anybody at home waiting for them to come back. They were dispossessed, drifters that nobody would miss if anything went wrong.” I stared at her for a long moment, then said, “They were lab rats.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And Charlie was a godsend because he was a bright student, a prime candidate whose friends were not among other students, but among the demi monde of young drifters from all over the world who pass through New York every year, then move on, never to be heard of again. Those were his friends of choice, and those were the ideal lab rats. He brought them to the program.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that, Lacklan. It’s insane.” 
 
    “Is it? Every one of them is dead, Lucia. And they all died the weekend that Charlie disappeared.” 
 
    She put her hands to her mouth. Her eyes were wide. She sought a chair and lowered herself into it. “No…” It was all she kept saying, over and over. “No, no…” 
 
    Finally, she found my face with her eyes and asked, “How?” 
 
    “Zack was hit by a car, Bran had an inexplicable heart attack, Hans and Hattie were shot in the head. All the killings were carried out by two men posing as cops.” 
 
    Her eyes were like saucers. Her voice was small. “How do you know this?” 
 
    I smiled without humor. “Because I killed them both this morning.” 
 
    Her olive skin had turned pasty. “You killed them, the men posing as cops…?” 
 
    I watched her very carefully as I told her, “I broke Detective Marsh’s neck, then I took Delano to a cabin by the Hudson, in the forest near Englewood…” I paused, waiting for her reaction. She just stared wide-eyed with her mouth slightly open, covered by her fingertips. “I hurt him, but he wouldn’t talk, so I took his cell, shot him, weighed him down with rocks and threw him in the river.” 
 
    The room was very quiet. I shifted off the arm and sat on the sofa. I crossed one leg over the other and said, “Then, I traced the GPS on the last number he’d called. It was at a house in Englewood. I checked the land registry and guess who owns that house?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I nodded. “Francoise Michel Troyes. Science fiction?” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “I can’t believe it. I don’t want to believe it. It’s insane.” 
 
    “I’ve heard their rhetoric, Lucia. And I’ve heard similar rhetoric elsewhere, all too often, from fanatical men who believe their ideas put them above the law and above other human beings. Surely you realize, Lucia, you don’t get to turn humans into gods without vivisecting a few beagles along the way. Besides, have you done the math? What happens to a planet when you have eight or nine billion immortals, all breeding with each other?” 
 
    She was still shaking her head. “No, it’s all talk, propaganda, selling the brand. It is not meant to be taken seriously…” 
 
    “Something tells me they would disagree. The first thing that Detectives Marsh and Delano did after they had taken out Charlie’s pals was break into their homes and steal…” I paused. “You tell me, Lucia, what do you think they stole?” 
 
    She didn’t look at me. She stared down at her hands in her lap. “Their diaries and their laptops…” 
 
    “Precisely. But I have Charlie’s diary.” 
 
    Her eyes snapped up to stare at me. “You have it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It makes interesting reading. I don’t know what they kept on the laptops, but from the diary, it looks as though they were required to write down, each day, their thoughts, feelings and reactions to whatever treatment it was they were receiving. And believe me, it’s clear from the start that Charlie was not a genius to begin with. He was just a regular guy.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long while. Then, she said, “I would love to see it. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “I don’t have it with me, Lucia. It’s in a safe place.” 
 
    “Of course. Have you read the whole thing?” 
 
    “No, just the first few pages. Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “There might be a clue to where he has gone…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She sighed. “Are you sure that his friends were killed by those two hit men?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m pretty sure Zack was. Why? Are you thinking Charlie killed his own fellow subjects? What for?” 
 
    She stared down at her hands, rubbing the palm of her right hand with her left thumb. “If you are right about them being the subjects of an experiment—some kind of DNA-altering experiment—that could explain some of his more bizarre behavior.” She raised her eyes to hold mine. “The government of this country has conducted that kind of clandestine experiment before, in the recent past, and it has sometimes resulted in a kind of induced psychosis. If there has been any violence in his past, if he experienced violence as a child, that could come out now, released by the treatment as a part of his psychosis, causing paranoia, paranoid schizophrenia…” She shrugged. “I am not a psychiatrist, but I know enough…” 
 
    “Do you know anything about his past?” 
 
    “No. He never discussed it, which made me assume…” 
 
    I got to my feet and walked to the balcony and stood staring out at the long shadows in the still heat. It would soon be dusk. “So you think maybe he killed them, and Marsh and Delano went around after him, mopping up? What reason would he have to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lacklan. If he were paranoid, he wouldn’t need a reason to see them as enemies. He would only need to project his own demons onto them. I have no idea. The whole thing just sounds insane to me. Francoise and Wolfgang are wonderful, good men. They are philanthropists. I can’t believe that they would be involved in something as grotesque as this.” 
 
    I spoke half to myself. “You wouldn’t believe the things some people are prepared to do for the good of humanity.” I turned to her. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and covered her face. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I can’t think. I feel I’m going out of my mind.” After a moment, she seemed to make up her mind and dropped her hands in her lap again. “I guess I need to confront Francoise, and Wolfgang, and ask them if this is all true?” 
 
    I frowned. “You think that’s smart? Four people have been murdered already. Maybe five. We don’t know if Charlie is alive or dead.” 
 
    “Dios! Don’t say that! I spoke to him on the phone!” 
 
    “Are you sure? Can you swear it was his voice? If you’re going to confront Troyes and Fokker, you’d better be damned sure you are facing reality when you do it, Lucia.” 
 
    She flopped back in her chair and lay like a small, exhausted child, with her eyes closed. Even like that, her beauty was breathtaking. She spoke without opening her eyes. “Lacklan, will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Will you stay?” 
 
    I sighed and she opened her eyes to watch me. 
 
    “Tomorrow I will make a decision about what to do, but tonight, let me please at least feel safe.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment, then said, “I am married, Lucia.” 
 
    She spoke with no expression on her face, and no inflection in her voice. “If it’s not a problem for you, it’s not a problem for me.” 
 
    And on that ambiguous note, we left it unresolved. 
 
   


 
  

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I lay on the sofa, in the dark, with the amber light from Riverside Drive filtering through the open balcony. We had eaten a pre-prepared, microwaved meal as the sun went down, and talked, in a desultory way, about her childhood in California, her parents and her ambitions. I had listened in silence and she had accused me of not sharing. I had told her that what I had, she would not want to share. 
 
    We had ignored the elephant in the room until ten, then she’d switched on the TV and we had watched the news for an hour. One minor item had caught my attention: there was to be a conference at Columbia, where Troyes, Fokker, and Secretary of State O’Brien were to discuss the future of DNA research. I asked her about it, but she said she was too tired to talk. 
 
    After that, she’d gone and brushed her teeth and I had brushed mine with a toothbrush that she lent me. After that, we had stood in awkward silence outside her bedroom door. Finally, I had said, “Goodnight, Lucia.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some bedding.” 
 
    She had disappeared and I had gone to the sofa to remove my shoes and my socks. She’d returned ten minutes later in a small, lilac satin nightgown that left just enough to the imagination, and an armful of blankets, sheets and pillows. She’d handed them to me and smiled and said, “Goodnight, Lacklan.” Then she’d gone into her room and closed the door. 
 
    Now I lay, unable to sleep, staring at the amber glow making tall, narrow shadows out of the drapes. Somewhere in the city, a bell rang midnight. An owl called out for a mate. Nobody answered. A car pulled up outside, doors slammed, and people laughed and called goodnight as the car accelerated away again. 
 
    I heard the handle move and the door open. A small voice said, “Are you still awake?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She came around and sat on the edge of the sofa, peering at me in the gloom. There was a sheen on her nightdress. Her shoulders were tanned and very smooth. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” she said. “I guess you can’t either.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” I thought I could make out a small smile. “I bet you’re not scared.” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Did you really kill those guys?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re very hard, aren’t you? Ruthless, I mean.” 
 
    I gave a lopsided smile I wasn’t sure if she could see. “I can be. I prefer not to be.” 
 
    She looked down at her hands on her knees. I tried not to look at the smooth skin of her thighs. “I’m not…” she started, then stopped. “I know you’re married. I’m not asking you to do anything… but would you sleep next to me, in my bed, so I can feel safe? I think, if you’re next to me, I could feel safe…” 
 
    I knew I was on the slippery slope to perdition. I knew I should say no. But I didn’t. I believed I was strong enough to draw the line, or at least I told myself I believed that. 
 
    As Dirty Harry was fond of saying, a man should know his limitations. 
 
    At two AM, she lay asleep with her head on my shoulder. I don’t waste time on guilt. I might feel remorse, but never guilt. Guilt is a waste of time. So I lay, still unable to sleep, watching the drapes move in the cool breeze that was coming in off the river. There had been a deep silence for the last half hour, practically undisturbed by river traffic, cars or voices. Even the owl had fallen silent. Perhaps he’d finally found a mate. 
 
    Eyes and ears work together. We hear more sharply when we can see, and often what we hear in the dark seems to us to be almost a hallucination. So the first time I heard it, I wondered if it had been a trick of the acoustics, or my fatigued mind. But when I heard it the second time, I knew that somebody was picking the lock. 
 
    I tried to slip my arm from under Lucia’s neck. She smiled with her eyes closed and said sleepily, “You want to go again?” 
 
    I whispered in her ear. “When I get back. I need to go to the John.” 
 
    She rolled over and slipped into sleep. I pulled on my pants and moved to the bedroom door. I opened it silently and stood listening. The door to the entrance hall was open. There was a soft click, then a thin slice of brillance that split the darkness. He waited. He knew the landing light was on a timer and would soon cut out, then he would open the door. 
 
    I kept my breathing shallow and slow and waited with him, wondering if it was Charlie or, more probably, Martin Sykes or one of his men.  
 
    The timer ended and the thin slice of luminescence vanished. I knew he was moving, coming in, approaching, but there was absolute silence. I had no point of reference, nothing I could see or hear to judge my next move by. And then the darkness in front of me grew darker, denser. 
 
    I didn’t think. I rammed my fist hard at belly height and made contact with something soft. I heard a grunt and kicked savagely in the direction of the noise. I made contact and heard a heavy body stumble back. The sofa moved and I charged. 
 
    We collided sooner than I expected. He was coming back at me. I felt hands claw at my face. I ignored the pain and drove my fists into where I calculated his floating ribs were. More grunts and he quit clawing my face, but a powerful arm encircled my neck and a foot kicked at my heel. Next thing, I was staggering, being dragged down. 
 
    We landed in a noisy, ugly tangle on the floor. He was on top of me, pounding my face open-handed. My face has gotten used to being pounded over the years. I took the blows, slipped my open right hand into his crotch and squeezed hard. He gave a muffled shriek and staggered to his feet. As he did, I grabbed his leg and twisted and he crashed to the floor. I went after him and took a kick to the head which left me dazed, then two solid punches to my ribs and a right cross that narrowly missed taking my head off. I weathered two more punches to my head, which I half blocked, took two more to my floating ribs, which winded me, and then a kick to my ankle sent me crashing to the floor.  
 
    I was alarmed. Not many people can do that to me. His knee was on my chest and I heard a metallic click. A bright light blinded me for a second. I shielded my eyes and felt the sharp prick of steel against my throat. He shifted his flashlight and said, “Move and I’ll sever your carotid. You understand me, pendejo?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Wrong. I ask, you answer. Are you Lacklan?” 
 
    “Yeah… and you are Charlie.” 
 
    “I ought to kill you.” 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “Why, for crying out loud? You asked me to come here! I came to help you, you ungrateful son of a bitch! What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    He leaned real close and I felt the blade bite. “Quit asking questions, gringo. You arrived late. Now you get the hell out of Dodge, comprendes? You leave me alone and you leave my sister alone.” He snarled, “And you leave the doctor the hell alone!” 
 
    I squinted. His face was covered in a ski mask, but I could make out the rage in his dark eyes. “Is that what this is about? You’ve got to be kidding! There is nothing between me and the doctor.” 
 
    “Stay out of it.” 
 
    He stood and moved toward the bedroom. 
 
    I got to my feet. “Charlie, what are you doing?” 
 
    I made to go after him, but the door opened and the bedroom light came on, spilling into the living room. Lucia was there, wrapped in a robe and looking very scared. 
 
    “Charlie, what the hell are you doing? For God’s sake…” 
 
    “You betrayed me.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true. You’re out of control. What have you done?” 
 
    His voice was shrill. “What have I done?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come to me for help? You know I was always there for you.” 
 
    His voice twisted like a hissing snake. “You betrayed me! You dropped me when I needed you most! You turned your back on me and then you tried to play me!” 
 
    “That’s not true, Charlie,” She stepped toward him, reaching for his face. “That’s not true. You have to know that…” 
 
    He snatched her wrist. I took a step. He pulled her toward him, his face less than an inch from hers. “I know that when I needed you, you told me to get lost. And when you needed me, you came running back. I know you’re always playing your games. But let me tell you something, Olga Lucia. I came here tonight to kill you.” His left hand reached out to point his blade at me. “I owe this guy for my sister, that’s why you are alive, ’cause if I kill you, I’m going to have to kill him. But he won’t always be here, and you are going to spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder, waiting.” He paused, then his voice became a harsh rasp. “Tell me, how long you think that life is going to be?” 
 
    He turned to me. “Now we are even, gringo. Stay away from me.” 
 
    He made toward the door. 
 
    I said, “Wait!” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “We need to talk, Charlie. I need to know what the hell is going on here. This is bigger than you and your wounded pride.” 
 
    “You don’t need shit. Go back to Boston. Stay out of my way.” 
 
    He stepped out and the door closed behind him. She rushed to me, held onto me, sobbing, with her small hands gripping my back. I gave her a moment, then asked her, “What was that about, Lucia?” 
 
    I pushed her gently back and looked down into her face. Her perfect, classical beauty was gone, replaced by swollen eyes, a red nose, sodden cheeks and a wet, swollen mouth, twisted with grief. She tried to talk between gasped breaths, but couldn’t. I sighed, pulled her close and held her for a minute, until her breathing had steadied. Then I guided her to the sofa and sat her down, switched on the light and went to search for whiskey or brandy. I found a bottle of Scotch in a dresser in the dining area, poured two generous measures, and brought them back to the sofa, where she was drying her eyes with a small, pink handkerchief. I handed her a glass and she took it with both hands. 
 
    I sat and waited. After a second swig, she shuddered and drew breath. 
 
    “I had no idea, Lacklan. You have to believe me. I swear I thought he had taken it in his stride. He was…” She shrugged, giving her head small, quick shakes of disbelief. “He was blasé! Like, he’d moved on before I even spoke to him! I was wounded! By his indifference! And now…” Her face flushed and tears spilled from her eyes again, “…he’s killing people!” 
 
    “Lucia, I need you to focus. There are some things you need to address. One, are you going to call the cops?” 
 
    “No!” She shook her head. “We cannot call the cops! I would be finished by morning. I can’t do that!” 
 
    I nodded. After a moment, I said, “How long has Charlie been practicing martial arts?” 
 
    She frowned. “Uh… I don’t know. Um… three months? Something like that. Why?” 
 
    “Because that guy who claims to be Charlie Vazquez is a seasoned expert with at least ten years experience.” 
 
    She kept balling the handkerchief in her hands, then opening it up and scrunching it into a ball again. Her face was telling me she couldn’t take much more. She was fighting back the tears, frowning incomprehension. “No… No, that was Charlie. It was him, his voice. I know Charlie! That was Charlie. What is happening, Lacklan?” 
 
    I sat and studied her while she dried her face and blew her nose. It all looked genuine. I sighed. “I want to believe you, Lucia, but it is too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    She sagged. “Please, Lacklan, I can’t take any more. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “What am I talking about? I am talking about five young people, untraceable people, adrift in New York, with nobody, on some distant continent, waiting for them to come home; nobody asking awkward questions about where they were or what has happened to them. I am talking about two ambitious, visionary scientists desperately in need of experimental subjects on whom to test the most cutting edge procedures in genetics and nano-technology. And I am talking about how those five people were transformed into the most gifted geniuses in a few months, after one of them met you. You, Olga Lucia, who happen to be a lecturer at the Nano-Tek department funded and chaired by those very visionaries. After one of them met you and fell in love with you. It is too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She just sat, blinking, occasionally sobbing, bunching and un-bunching her pink handkerchief. I went on. 
 
    “I kept seeing, on his calendar and in his diary, this symbol, a red ‘O’. I couldn’t work out what it meant. Then I heard him tonight: He calls you Olga Lucia. It wasn’t a symbol, it was a letter ‘O’, for Olga. Because he was seeing you on a regular basis, every Sunday, not for dates, but because you were handling him.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that. You make it sound cheap. It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “No, I’m betting it was anything but cheap. If I look into the ownership of this apartment at the Land Records, who will I find owns it, Lucia? Olga Lucia Salcedo, by inheritance from her dad, or the Ceres Corporation?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “You seduced Charlie, you used him to recruit other volunteers, you manipulated him with promises of what he could become, and how you could be together, then you dumped him and destroyed his life, and, in a more literal sense, the lives of his friends. Their blood is on your hands, Lucia, as surely as though you had shot them, poisoned them and run them down yourself.” 
 
    Her face was weary, pale, drained of life. “And isn’t hindsight a wonderful thing?” she said. “You think if I had known how this was going to play out I would have gone along with it? Don’t get fucking sanctimonious with me, Lacklan! For your information, I never intended to seduce Charlie. Tell me one woman on Earth who does not use her femininity to get what she wants from time to time! But when I spoke to Charlie there was a spark. We had something. He responded to me and I responded to him! I didn’t make him fall in love with me. We fell in love with each other!” She sat forward, weeping again, her bottom lip curling, pointing her finger at me. “And you can get off your fucking high horse, because I believed—I still believe—in this research. In this program.” 
 
    She flopped back on the sofa and covered her face with her hands. “Oh God help me, please help me, what have I got myself into?” 
 
    “You believe in the program?” 
 
    She dropped her hands. After a moment, she shifted her eyes to look at me, like there had been a delay in my question reaching her. Then she nodded. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “What is it? The program. What is the program?” 
 
    She spread her hands, shaking her head, then let them fall by her side. “It’s hard to explain even to a scientist.” 
 
    “In layman’s terms, Lucia. What is its purpose?” 
 
    She was quiet for a while, staring at her glass, practically untouched on the coffee table. “OK, a gene is a piece of DNA that encodes individual, functional proteins. Double-stranded DNA is constantly being unzipped and transcribed into single-stranded RNA, that is used as a template to assemble the proteins that make us what we are.” 
 
    “Lucia… in layman’s terms?” 
 
    She sighed. “We all carry genes from countless generations of people who have contributed to our, particular, personal genetic code. Some of those people had blue eyes, others green, others brown. Some were blonde, others red, black, brown. Some were strong, powerfully built, others were slight, or sickly…” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “The point is all of those genes are there. We thought for a long time that there must be one gene for each characteristic, but it isn’t so. Genes are just one percent of our DNA. We have only twenty thousand genes. That is too few for all the characteristics that human beings display.” 
 
    I scratched my head “OK...” 
 
    “Genes do different things depending on all kinds of stimuli, they can be spliced, and different bits of genes can be encoded into different proteins…” 
 
    “Wait a minute, you’re losing me. So, are you saying that bits of different genes can combine to make different characteristics?” 
 
    “Exactly. So, the potential contained within the human genome is immense, uncharted. It could, potentially, be unlimited.” She paused. “There is a relatively new science, an emerging science, called epigenetics. We are finding that DNA responds to a variety of stresses and stimuli, including stress and diet, and a whole range of other things. In other words, it can learn and evolve, and some genes can be switched on and others switched off.” She hesitated, like it was exhausting trying to explain it to someone who was not an initiate in the arcana. “What defines us, genetically, is as much what is switched off as what is switched on.” 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    She gestured at me with her open hand. “You have dark blue eyes. That is for two reasons: one, your dark blue eyes DNA is activated, or ‘switched on’, and two: all the other eye-color gene combinations are deactivated, or ‘switched off’. And that is true of a million other aspects of who and what you are.” She sat forward with her elbows on her knees, the grief and anxiety draining from her face. “The work that Francoise and Wolfgang are doing is something geneticists have been struggling with for decades. One of the great mysteries of life, Lacklan, was what is it that makes certain genes, or combinations of genes, switch on, but leaves others dormant? What is it, a priori to the genes, that defines who a person is? What is informing the genes that they have to awaken, or remain switched off? Understand that, master it, and you can not only control things like aging, you can optimize any human to be the very best that they can be.” 
 
    “And Troyes and Fokker are finding out…” 
 
    “Wolfgang was not exaggerating when he said that we were on the threshold of becoming like gods. With the technology that we are developing, we can switch off aging, just like that! Flip a switch and turn off the process. We can switch off whatever limitations we like, and switch on and optimize systems in the brain and the body that are extraordinary. If you had seen Hans and Hattie when they first came to us…” She shook her head. “Lacklan, they were sad, lonely, abandoned by a world that did not care. They were nice people who just could not hold their own against a cruel, ruthless world. We transformed them in a week! They were alive, they had purpose, they belonged to our group, our family…” 
 
    I cut across her. “A family that executed them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t believe that. I don’t know what happened, Lacklan, but you have to believe me, we would never have hurt them—or Zack or Bran. It is impossible.” 
 
    “And yet…” 
 
    She sighed and was quiet for a while. Finally, she said, “Let me talk to Francoise in the morning. Maybe he’ll be willing to meet with you. Would you be willing to do that?” 
 
    Outside, the sky was tinged with a pale blue-gray. After a moment, I nodded. “Yeah, I’d be willing to do that.” 
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    The next morning I drove her to the Columbia campus, and after I’d watched her cross the crowded sidewalk at a run and enter the pedestrian passage on Amsterdam Avenue, I borrowed her car to drive over to the Bronx and pay a visit to the Peabodys.  
 
    I arrived at twenty after ten, parked on the corner and stood for a while, looking out at the dark water. The small boat was still there, but the wood pile had been largely dismantled. I made my way to the door and rang on the bell. When Pip opened the door, she stood a while, staring at me uncertainly.  
 
    “Mr. Walker… I didn’t expect to see you again.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Mrs. Peabody. I wouldn’t bother you if it were not for something very important. Is your husband at home?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Yes… Come in. We were just having coffee. Will you join us?” 
 
    They weren’t on the veranda. The veranda door was closed and the drapes were drawn, despite the heat, blocking out the view of the wood pile and the forensic team’s tent, where they had been examining the site where the bodies had lain. Paul was sitting on the sofa. On the coffee table in front of him, there was a rich fruit cake and a plate of brownies. There was also a pot of coffee and two cups. 
 
    He stood as I came in, and looked worried. “Mr. Walker…” 
 
    “I am sorry to trouble you again…” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. In fact, we were only just saying, you were heaven sent, the truth be told. God alone knows how long they would have lain there… The thought is too awful to contemplate. We’ll sell. We’ll almost certainly sell and move…” 
 
    Pip came in from the kitchen, carrying a cup and a saucer. She placed it in front of the far armchair and gestured for me to sit. I did and she sat opposite me, with Paul on the sofa between us. While she cut into the cake, he poured me coffee.  
 
    “I assume,” he said, “that you have more questions for us.” 
 
    He set the cup in front of me and passed me the slice of cake his wife was holding out. I took it and set it down, then nodded once. “Forgive me for being blunt, but I don’t think you were one hundred percent up front with me the last time we spoke. Am I right?” 
 
    He wouldn’t meet my eye. He started to say, “I don’t know why you would say that…” 
 
    But Pip reached out and took hold of his hand. “Mr. Walker is a friend, Paul. We can tell him. We should tell him.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, then seemed to sag as she let it out. “When Hans and Hattie first came to us, it was through our church and…” She smiled a little sadly. “It was truly like an answer to our prayers. We had decided some time ago that we could not foster anymore, we’re both getting on a bit, but we missed…” She gave a small shrug to indicate the simplicity of what they missed. “We missed caring for somebody. Then Hans and Hattie showed up. They said they’d had had a kind of epiphany. Their lives had changed. They had been lost, drifting, living in squats, but now they wanted to start to put their lives in order, and do something useful.” 
 
    Paul smiled at his wife and gave a small laugh. “Well, when we got talking to them, we realized pretty quick that these were not just ordinary folk. They were smart and then some. They would devour books on everything from Christian theology to Freud, Jung, cutting edge neurology…” He shook his head. “You name it, they would absorb it, digest it and understand, in one week, what most people would need a decade.” He stopped. “But I’m getting ahead of myself.” 
 
    Pip went on. “Naturally, we took them in. It was like an answer to our prayers, but also, it was like a gift from God to be able to help these remarkable, gifted people. And we grew to truly love them as our own family. Didn’t we, Paul?” 
 
    She looked to him for confirmation and he nodded. “But every light casts a shadow, as the saying goes, and they had their dark side. And that is what we didn’t tell you about when you were here last. It just didn’t seem relevant, and it was a private, personal thing between them.” 
 
    I frowned. “What was the nature of this shadow, Mr. Peabody?” 
 
    He quickly shook his head. “Oh, it was nothing sinister, nothing evil. It was just that, I suppose because of their brilliance and their sheer, darned goodness, sometimes, occasionally, but very rarely, one or other of them would suddenly plunge into this deep depression, this state of black despair. I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Walker, it could be frightening.” 
 
    Pip was nodding at his words, staring at her cup and her slice of cake. 
 
    I said, “In what way frightening?” 
 
    She looked up. “You didn’t know what they were capable of in that state. You felt they were totally out of control. I made a point—we both did—of making sure that there were no razors around, or anything that might prove a risk to them. Because I could not be sure they would not hurt themselves.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, then asked, “But not anybody else?” 
 
    They both looked startled and spoke in unison, “Oh, Lord, no!” 
 
    Pip went on, “They would never hurt anybody. They were almost… Well, they were almost saintly! They would never hurt anybody at all, but sometimes it was like they just absorbed all the pain and suffering and unhappiness of the whole world, and they couldn’t take it. They couldn’t cope.” 
 
    I knew what the answer was going to be, but I asked it anyway. “You said these attacks were rare, but the fact is, they were becoming more frequent, weren’t they?” 
 
    They both nodded, and Pip asked, “How did you know?” 
 
    “It’s best I don’t tell you, Mrs. Peabody. And I doubt it will happen, but if anybody should ask about me, just tell them I wanted to ask you some questions, but you sent me away.” 
 
    I made to stand. Paul was biting his lip, watching me with wet eyes. “They were not…” He couldn’t say it. He looked away. “They were not just good, gifted people, were they?” 
 
    I stood. “Would it make any difference? Something happened to them. It could have been a car accident, a mugging, a near death experience—it doesn’t matter what. And they responded to that experience by becoming what they became, because that was what was latent inside them. That was what they had the potential to become.” 
 
    Pip was staring at my untouched coffee and my cake, like she resented the waste. She said, “Who killed them, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. Humanity. Humanity is ungrateful, Mrs. Peabody. Ungrateful and jealous. It despises the people it cannot control.” I hesitated. “Remember them as what they were. I am sorry I can’t tell you anymore.” 
 
    I left them sitting around their Dundee cake and their coffee, mourning the goodness, the compassion and the empathy that their God had given them, and then stolen away. What was it Kingsley Amis had said? The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Indian Giver be the name of the Lord.  
 
    I climbed into Lucia’s car and my cell started to ring. It was her. I answered. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Francoise wants to meet you.” 
 
    “Good. When?” 
 
    “This evening, seven thirty, for drinks, then dinner. Pick me up at seven, where you dropped me this morning. We’ll go to his house.” 
 
    “How civilized.” 
 
    “Please, don’t be like that. I think you are going to change your mind when you meet them.” 
 
    “They’ll both be there?” 
 
    “Yes, and the Secretary of State for Defense…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is a lot more important than you think it is…” 
 
    A wave of hot anger washed over me. “No,” I said, failing to control the suppressed rage in my voice. “It’s not, Lucia. Destroying innocent people’s lives and murdering them does not become more important because the Secretary of State for Defense is involved. It just means there’s another asshole to add into the equation!” 
 
    “Lacklan, that is not what I meant…” 
 
    “I know what you meant, Lucia! If a drifter dies, that’s a shame. If the Secretary of State killed him, that’s important!” 
 
    “Lacklan! Stop it! You know how I felt about Charlie!” 
 
    “No, Lucia, I don’t know how you felt about Charlie. All I know is that five innocent lives were destroyed on the altar of a deal between the Ceres Corporation, your department and the Secretary of State for Defense. And I am sitting here getting mad. You better pray, Lucia, that when this is over, I find you were only a pawn. You’d better pray.” 
 
    “Lacklan, what do you mean? What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll see you at seven.” 
 
    I drove away, not sure where I was going or what I intended to do, but hearing Lucia’s voice in my head, repeating, “…what do you mean? What are you going to do?” For some reason it reminded me of Charlie the night before. And then I knew why. He had said to Lucia, “I came here tonight to kill you.” And then, as he had left, he had turned to me and said, “…Go back to Boston. Stay out of my way.” 
 
    Intent. He had intent. But intent to do what? Initially to kill Lucia, vengeance for what he perceived, rightly or wrongly, as her betrayal. But there was more than that. Stay out of my way, that implied a lot more than a simple murder out of a sense of betrayal or jealousy. It suggested he was going to get busy. But busy doing what? You didn’t need a Ceres Corporation intervention to work out that he planned to get busy damaging that corporation; but how, exactly? 
 
    On a random impulse, I turned down Lacombe Avenue and followed it to the end, to Soundview Park. I left the car there and crossed the road, among the trees and the half-wild lawns and gardens. I strolled slowly along random paths, turning it over in my head, until after ten or fifteen minutes, I came down by the riverbank, where the Westchester Creek meets the East River. A cool breeze was coming in off the deep, black water and I stopped to breathe and organize my thoughts.  
 
    Finally, I sat on the grass and called Marni, in Oxford. She answered after the second ring. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Happy. Keep this up and I’m going to start thinking we’re friends.” 
 
    I was caught off guard and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say. She waited a moment and, as I drew breath, said, “It’s OK, I was about to call you anyway.” 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    “You asked about Troyes and Fokker, the Ceres Corporation. If they were Omega.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What are you involved in?” 
 
    I squinted out at the silver-white glare of the sun on the small, inky waves. After a moment, I said, “I don’t know, hence my question. But it feels a hell of a lot like…” 
 
    She interrupted me. “I don’t see how, Skywalker. You beheaded the beast. Omega are as good as dead. Even in Europe, we are seeing signs everywhere of their collapse. And in the States, well, you’ve seen how Senator McFarlane is prospering. She’s going to be the first woman President of the United States…” 
 
    “What did you just call me?” 
 
    “Skywalker.” 
 
    “You haven’t called me that since we were kids.” 
 
    She gave a small laugh. “Well, it feels kind of like that. We used to go on adventures, up in Turret, remember? You used to call me Princess.” 
 
    I smiled. “That was before we knew they were brother and sister.” 
 
    She laughed. “Right.” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence. I said, “Listen, what about the Secretary of Defense? O’Brien?” 
 
    “Paul O’Brien? He’s on board, why?” 
 
    “With McFarlane?” 
 
    “Yup, we’ve been in talks. We’ve been keeping a close eye on him and so far, he’s so clean he squeaks.” 
 
    Overhead, a seagull burst out laughing, like she’d heard a dirty joke and thought it was hilarious. I watched her circle for a moment, then said, “He’s in bed with Troyes and Fokker.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I gave her a thumbnail sketch of what I had found so far. She was quiet for a while. I said, “It reeks of Omega. If I hadn’t killed them myself, I’d swear it was them.” 
 
    “You know O’Brien campaigned against the SERESS Bill, right, and derailed it?” 
 
    “The what bill?” 
 
    “It was kept quiet because it was very controversial. The Selective Evolution through Regulator Eradication, Suppression or Stimulation Bill. It’s quite a mouthful, and a very complex, boring document. It was proposed by a number of congressmen on behalf of the Ceres Corporation, seeking to change legislation to allow them, amongst other things, to experiment on volunteers in either eradicating, suppressing or stimulating the regulators that naturally dictate which genes we switch on and which we switch off. It is a heavily controlled area of science and industry. Research and development in those areas is a minefield in the West, and basically Troyes and Fokker are seeking to have it totally deregulated within the U.S.A. There are factions in Congress who are in favor, because they see it as having vast potential. They are not wrong, but the bill failed because O’Brien campaigned actively against it, and he pulls a lot of weight on the Hill. Now they are trying to revamp it and find support to present it again in a different guise, but with the same ultimate effect.” 
 
    “So they are trying to buy O’Brien and get him on side?” 
 
    “Maybe, but honestly, I don’t think he’s for sale.” 
 
    “I’m going to meet him tonight.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Troyes has asked me to go and have drinks, then dinner at Chez Francoise. O’Brien will be there.” 
 
    She was quiet for a bit. “That’s interesting. Report back, will you? If he’s jumping ship, we need to know.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks for filling me in.” 
 
    There was a smile in her voice. “Should have been like this all along, right?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “You were right. I got it wrong. I panicked.” 
 
    I shrugged, reluctant to hang up. “It’s a scary world. I panic sometimes.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” She laughed. “You just go out and kick ass.” 
 
    “Well, stick to what you’re good at, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The gull had gone farther down the creek to laugh. The black water was flashing small, liquid mirrors at me, and somewhere a foghorn was booming, even though it was broad daylight. I said, “I’d better go. How’s Gibbons? You keeping an eye on him?” 
 
    “He’s behaving. Badly, but he’s behaving. How about you? How’s your life?” 
 
    I nodded, stared out the East River, realized I didn’t know the answer to her question. 
 
    “Good, it’s good.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “OK, I’d better go,” I said again. “I’ll catch you later, Princess.” 
 
    “Yeah, walk tall, Skywalker.” 
 
    I hung up and felt something I had not felt for years. Something I could not actually remember ever having felt before. I felt guilt. 
 
   


 
  

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    At seven o’clock that evening, I pulled in to the side of the road on Amsterdam Avenue outside the Fairchild Center and watched Lucia run around and climb in the passenger seat. She didn’t look happy. She looked mad.  
 
    “I think you owe me an apology.” 
 
    She wrenched her seatbelt around and struggled to lock it in place. When she was done, I said, “Let’s suppose for a minute that I did apologize to you. Who, then, is going to apologize to Zack, and Bran, and Hattie and Hans?” 
 
    Her face flushed. “How many times, Lacklan? I already told you I don’t believe for one second that Francoise and Wolfgang did that! It is a crazy idea!” 
 
    “You believe that Charlie did it during a psychotic break…” 
 
    “It seems to me the most logical and the least crazy possibility!” 
 
    I nodded a while, watching her beautiful, angry face. “Hold that thought, Lucia, because we’ll be coming back to it later this evening.” 
 
    I pulled away and we headed toward the George Washington Bridge. We drove in silence, but I could tell from her face, when I glanced at her a couple of times, that she was turning over in her mind what I had said. Finally, about half an hour later, we turned off Booth Road onto Lincoln Avenue and in the gates of the Troyes Mansion. As they slid open to admit us, I noticed a brass plaque on the gate post that read, Et in Arcadia Ego. 
 
    The house was a mock Georgian monstrosity in pale cream and gray. It had a door that was too grand for the style of architecture, stuck between too many Greco-roman columns supporting a gabled portico that was too small and looked absurd, balanced on top of six vast pillars. Looking as absurd as his gabled portico, in a double-breasted Italian suit which probably cost as much as the house, and was just as vulgar, was Francoise Michel Troyes, standing on his marble doorstep with his arms spread wide to welcome us into Arcadia. 
 
    I parked beside a large Cadillac, killed the engine and we climbed out of the car. He embraced her and kissed her three times, the way the French do, and repeated her name with each kiss, “Aaah, Lucia! muah, Lucia, muah! Lucia, muah! I am so ’appy you could make it! So long we ’ave known each other, and never we ’ave dined together! Why? Why?” 
 
    He looked away from her before she could answer and spread his arms to me. I told him with my face that I didn’t kiss guys, even if they were French. He read me correctly and held out his hand to me. 
 
    “Mister Walker, may I call you Lacklan?” He put the accent on the second ‘a’, so I was going to tell him he couldn’t, but he kept talking. “I insist you call me Francoise! We are all friends ’ere.” We shook. 
 
    I said, “We’re in Arcadia, huh? And there I was, thinking we were in New Jersey.” 
 
    “Ah! But I think Arcadia is not a physical location in the time-space continuum, but more a state of mind! A state of the soul!” 
 
    Now I smiled. “With walls around it and CCTV cameras.” 
 
    He laughed with genuine pleasure and turned to Lucia. “I like your friend. I think there is no bullsheet ’ere!” He laughed some more, then wagged a finger at me. “Sometimes, Lacklan, to protect an idea, we must protect the land where zat idea is ’eld.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that and I told him so. He gave a satisfied smile and gestured toward his grotesque front door.  
 
    “Please, let us go inside and enjoy some cocktails before dinner. I like to sink, Lacklan, zat on Olympus, ze Greek gods used to enjoy a cocktail before ze great feasts which zey ’ad. What do you sink about my little fancy?” 
 
    I didn’t answer because I thought his idea was about as stupid as his house and his suit. Instead, I said, “Classical Greece and Rome are obviously an interest of yours, Francoise.” 
 
    We stepped into a large, circular entrance hall with two marble staircases that spiraled up the walls to meet at a galleried landing on the second floor. He stopped dead and looked up at me, and for the first time I realized how short he was, and how large his jacket looked on him. He pointed at me and said, “You know what zee ancient Greeks gave us, apart from democracy, which is questionable, and zee great philosophers?” 
 
    I looked him straight in the eye and said, “The Greek alphabet, from Alpha to Omega?” 
 
    There was not a flicker of recognition on his face. He wagged his finger in the negative. “No, my friend, what zey gave us was class! Zee idea of an elite, zee shameless recognition zat zere are base people, and zere are fine people. For zis reason I like to sink of…” He made a strange face of enjoying something exquisite, raised his right foot so that only the toe was touching the white marble floor, held out his hands like he was holding two drinks and hunched his shoulder, then went into a bizarre little act: “’Ello, Aphrodite! Can I offer you a martini? Oh, you prefer zee gin tonic, pa de problem! Ah, Apollo! ’ow long I ’ave not seen you! Is Athena wiz you? ’Ave a canapé? What are you drinking? Where is Mars?” 
 
    Lucia covered her mouth and burst into astonished laughter. I couldn’t repress a laugh myself and pretty soon, Francoise was slapping his thighs and wiping his eyes. “I cannot ’elp it! It is a wonderful vision. Alor! Zee drawing room is through ’ere. Come! Come!” 
 
    We crossed the white marble floor and he pushed open two tall, walnut doors into a large room with a very high ceiling. The ceiling was bordered by a stucco picture rail that had been painted with gold leaf, and a vast chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling. The walls were hung with paintings that were more impressive for their size than their quality as works of art, which was hard to assess because there were so many of them. The floors were highly polished boards strewn with Persian rugs big enough to Christmas wrap an RV. And the furniture all looked like genuine antiques from the French baroque period. There were two men standing in the middle of the floor, holding glasses and smiling at us. 
 
    But before he introduced us, Francoise swept his left hand around the room and said, “Everything you see is a fake!” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Even the Secretary of State and Mr. Fokker?” 
 
    He laughed like I’d quoted something really witty from Voltaire. “No, no, they are genuine! I refer to zee furniture and the paintings. They are all replicas. Zee originals are sadly in a bank vault because zee cumulative value of this room is astronomical. If there were such a sing as morality, zis would be immoral. Fortunately for me, morality is a human construct! Come!” 
 
    We followed him across six acres of rug to where O’Brien and Fokker were watching him and chuckling. Again, he made his theatrical little sweep of the hand and said, “Allow me to present Secretary of State Paul O’Brien… Mr. Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    I held out my hand to him and heard Lucia smile and mutter, “Hello Paul.” 
 
    He returned the smile, then took my hand. I held his eye and said, “I believe we have a friend in common, Mr. Secretary.” 
 
    He smiled amiably. “Oh really? Who’s that?” 
 
    “Senator McFarlane.” 
 
    A slight furrowing of his brows. “Oh, you are a friend of Cyndi’s? A fine woman.” 
 
    I nodded. “We share many interests.” 
 
    Francoise was bending forward like a caricature of a wine waiter, gesturing at his partner. “And Wolfgang Fokker, my business partner and great friend…” 
 
    Fokker offered me a hand like a large, cold trout and a smile that was well-practiced but ill-mastered. 
 
    “Olga Lucia has told me very much about you, Mr. Walker, or should vee call you Captain?” 
 
    “So I gather. I am no longer in the army, Mr. Fokker.” To Francoise, I said, “A martini, dry, thanks.” 
 
    Francoise went away to fix the drinks and Fokker proceeded. “I am so looking forward to heffing an frank and open discussion with you.” He turned to O’Brien. “Muscular honesty is such a rare quality in a man zees days, don’t you agree, Paul?” 
 
    O’Brien smiled at me, nodding. “Captain Walker, late of the British Special Air Service. I just made the connection. Cyndi, and your friend Professor Gibbons, both mentioned you in passing. I think you’ll find, Wolfgang, that Captain Walker will agree with you.” 
 
    Francoise reappeared with drinks. As I took mine, I said, “Well, as we’re cutting right to the chase, Mr. Secretary, let me say I am pretty surprised to see you here this evening.” 
 
    He smiled. “I can imagine why, Captain, but why don’t you tell me, and then we can take it from there.” 
 
    “As I understand it, you torpedoed the SERESS bill that would allow companies like the Ceres Corporation to experiment on human subjects in the field of gene regulators. Which, on the face of it, means that you are not an ally of these gentlemen.” I paused, looking at Lucia, then at Francoise. “And I am here so that they can try to persuade me not to go to the cops, or worse still, go public, with the information I have concerning experiments that they have conducted in the last six months on five subjects—in that very field of research. So, as I say, I am pretty surprised to see you here, Mr. Secretary.” 
 
    O’Brien turned and gazed at Fokker. “Is this true, Wolfgang?” 
 
    Fokker gave a big, German laugh that was at odds with his small brown frame. “Excellent! Excellent! Let us sit down and take off zee gloves. Let us, as you Americans say, talk the turkey.” 
 
    There was a large, marble fireplace, and gathered around it were imitation Louis XIV sofas and chairs with shapely legs covered in gold leaf. Lucia sat next to O’Brian on the two-seater sofa. I sat to the left of the fire and Fokker sat opposite me while Troyes stood, leaning against the marble surround. 
 
    I studied Troyes a moment, who was smiling at me, waiting. I said, “You invited me here because you had something to say to me, Mr. Troyes. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    He became serious, and suddenly his flamboyant French act seemed to slip, along with the elaborate accent. The accent was still there, but it was more of an inflection. 
 
    “OK, let me be honest with you. Dr. Salcedo tells me that you are worried about some young volunteers who were involved in our program…” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not worried about them, Mr. Troyes. They are dead, and there is no point in worrying about the dead. I am worried about Carlos Vazquez, who is still alive, and I am worried about the Ceres Corporation, which, on the face of it, seems to be exploiting vulnerable people who are below the legal radar.” 
 
    O’Brien was frowning very hard at Troyes. He said, “I don’t like what I am hearing, Francoise. Not one little bit.” 
 
    Troyes nodded, with both hands held up, “And that is why I have invited you to come along this evening and ’ear what Mr. Walker, Captain Walker, has to say. These are very serious allegations, and though they are not true, there is some foundation to them. So! I want you, Paul, to ’ear the allegations and also our explanation for Mr. Walker. I am confident…” He gestured at Fokker. “We are both confident that by the soufflé, you will both be ’appy.” 
 
    I looked at Lucia. She was smiling at his joke. O’Brien was still frowning, but he had half smiled. I wasn’t smiling.  
 
    “I went to see the Peabodys this afternoon. That’s the family who took Hans and Hattie in after they started their treatment with you. They kicked me out, told me they didn’t want to talk to me. They were heartbroken and traumatized. They loved those kids…” 
 
    Paul was staring at me. “I’m sorry, Walker, who are Hans and Hattie?” 
 
    “Hans and Hattie are the subject of an NYPD investigation at the moment. They were recently murdered, executed in fact, and dumped in a wood pile in the Peabodys’ backyard. They had, since Christmas, developed some extraordinary skills, am I right, Francoise? I think, I hope, that Francoise and Wolfgang here will be able to tell us a lot more about Hans and Hattie, who they were, their families, their background, because if they can’t, I am going to be pretty mad.” 
 
    O’Brien had gone very still. “You had better have a damned good explanation for this, Francoise.” 
 
    He nodded. “And if you will allow me, I will offer it to you.” 
 
    “Start talking.” 
 
    He took a very deep breath, pursed his lips and stood, staring at the floor. Fokker was watching him with no expression at all on his face, like he knew exactly what was coming next.  
 
    “Since the 2003, work in the field of genetics has advanced at an extraordinary rate. But in the West we ’ave had a problem. Because we are democratic nations, and we ’ave moral standards by which we must abide, this means that in some fields, our competitors in the East, and in the Third World, can progress much faster than we can, because they can conduct experiments and tests which in the West would be considered immoral!”  
 
    He paused, staring down at the floor again, like he had a script there which he was studying. “I ’ave said before, and I will repeat it many times, that science ’as left science fiction behind. Science fiction cannot keep up with what is happening in the laboratories around the world, in every area of science and technology. And as they advance, they are converging. Genetics is meeting with neurology, is meeting with nano-technology, is meeting with quantum mechanics, and we are finding that the potential of the human mind is…” He paused, smiling, shaking his head. “…literally… not figuratively or metaphorically, literally immeasurable! We ’ave, today, the technology, following the work of Ami Citri at the University of Jerusalem, to alter people’s memories. If we can alter their memories, we can alter their very identity! And with it, their genetic encoding.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed loudly. “This is all very exciting and interesting, Francoise, but I did not ask you for a lecture on the current state of dangerous technologies…” 
 
    “Forgive me.” He held up his hands again. “But I try to make the point that, if we do not pursue this research by every possible means, our competitors, and our enemies will.” 
 
    “I’ve heard your pitch before. I didn’t like it then, and after what Captain Walker has just told me, I like it even less tonight. Get to the point.” 
 
    He used his raised hands to make a ‘slow down’ gesture. “Please, I am getting there. Our laboratories developed a powder, Alpha-G. The powder is a delivery system for active nano-agents. So, without getting too technical, by reading the protein characteristics of a person’s genetic code, we can deliver an especially tailored…” He searched for the word. “…Supplement that will be delivered directly to the DNA within the body and act upon the regulators within the genes, switching on or off this DNA or that. So that within a week or ten days, the person begins to change and become transformed. This was the theory. So we tried it on rats and dogs and on monkeys. And it worked as far as it can work on an animal that has no personality and no sense of ‘I’. But until we try it on a person, we ’ave no idea if it works! Because in a person, the administering of Alpha-G will be accompanied by developmental work, electronic stimulation, counseling, monitoring, guided reading, audio-visual stimulation, even diet—a whole raft of techniques and strategies designed to optimize the effect of the powder.” 
 
    O’Brien leaned forward. His face was incredulous. “So you tested this monstrosity on people?” 
 
    “One moment. First, we talked to our lawyers and we asked them, ‘staying within the law of the United States, what can we do?’ So, they think about it and after a couple of days, they come back and they ask us, ‘Does this powder, Alpha-G, contain any substances that are proscribed by law in the United States?’ To which we were able to answer, ‘No!’ So they ask us, ‘Does this powder contain any substance or combination of substances that will be toxic or poisonous to anybody taking it?’ To which we could answer ‘No!’ also. So they tell us, ‘If a volunteer in full knowledge of what the experiment entails agrees to these tests, it is legal.” 
 
    O’Brien was shaking his head. “That is a course of action which is in direct defiance of Congress’ decision on the SERESS Bill.” 
 
    Francoise shrugged and spread his hands. “Forgive me, Paul, but our lawyers disagree, and I think you will find there are powerful lobbyists within your own party, and in opposition, who can see the potential benefits to Alpha-G in the Defense Industry.” 
 
    “I am telling you right now, Francoise, and you, Wolfgang, I am as mad as hell that you went ahead and did this, and tomorrow I am going to be kicking some serious ass. You better be ready.” 
 
    “Of course, of course, Paul, we understand this, believe me. But please, let me finish.”  
 
    At that moment, a door behind Troyes opened and a footman in uniform stepped in. “The dinner is served, Mr. Troyes.” 
 
    Troyes beamed. “Ah! Let us continue over dinner! Please, Dr. Salcedo, Olga Lucia, allow me…” 
 
    He gave her his arm and we proceeded to the dining room. 
 
   


 
  

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The dining room was as pretentious as the drawing room, trying too hard, and failing, to evoke the days of the French aristocracy. The table was long enough to seat twenty-four. It was also a copy of an antique, as were the chairs, the plates, the gold and silver cutlery and the hand cut crystal. If he was trying to make a point, he was overstating it.  
 
    They continued to overstate it by serving caviar in little silver dishes, with a tray of chopped egg, lemon wedges, red onion, chives, creme fraiche, and toast. To drink, we were offered a choice of vodka or Krug Clos d’Ambonnay, 1990. A footman stood behind each chair, ready to do our bidding at a click of our fingers.  
 
    Troyes smiled benignly at us and said, “Bon appétit!” 
 
    We ate in silence for a while, with Troyes making little noises of pleasure and enthusiasm and Fokker grunting quietly to himself as he stuffed his face. Lucia kept her eyes firmly on her plate while O’Brien, sitting opposite me, watched my face. When I caught his eye, he gave a small nod, then turned to Troyes. 
 
    “It’s delicious, Francoise, almost as good as the stuff Putin gave me. Now, how about you finish your story?” 
 
    Troyes gave a little snort. “It is a shame to spoil the food and the wine with such talk, but, c’est la guerre! Uh?” 
 
    Fokker, who was sitting on his left, reached over and patted his arm. “Eat, enjoy. I will explain.” 
 
    Like Troyes, his German act seemed to have slipped a little. The accent was still there, but he was no longer caricaturing himself. I wondered vaguely why they did it. He knocked back his vodka and signaled his footman to pour him champagne. 
 
    “Dr. Salcedo, we knew for some time, was interested in our research and we approached her, if she knew perhaps of some suitable student who would be willing to participate as a volunteer, in the full knowledge of what the tests involved, and perhaps also to recruit other test subjects—volunteers! Always above the board and in full compliance with American legislation.” 
 
    He shrugged and spread his hands. “So! She finds for us, the, uh…” He made little circles with his hand. “Carlos, who is Mexican, but he is here legally, and he is willing to take the powder. Lucia has explained to him all about it, yuh? And he understands and he is heppy and excited, yuh?” He smiled to illustrate happy and excited, in case we didn’t know what that was.  
 
    “Then, Carlos is friends with some drop outs. He has friends in this kind of social environment, where people are living in squats, or renting a room in somebody else’s house, sharing… You know the kind of thing. So he tells them about the powder, and they too are excited. So all of them are going to see Lucia, and she is talking to them about the powder, and the benefits and the risks. And they are all voluntarily signing up for it.” 
 
    Troyes sat back in his chair, looking at O’Brien. He snapped his fingers and the footmen moved to clear the table. He sipped his champagne and took over from Fokker.  
 
    “So, you are asking, well…” He hunched his shoulder and waved his hands and made one of those French faces that mean something is absurd. “Well, if everything you did was so correct, ’ow come we ’ave a disaster on our ’ands?” 
 
    O’Brien said, “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    “Et bien! OK, so, something ’appens. We do not know what. Suddenly, Charlie, he is beginning to suffer from serious depression. Immediately, Dr. Salcedo tell ’im he must stop taking the powder. He must return it to her immediately! And we communicate with… um… Zack, the Australian boy, um…” he snapped his fingers several times. 
 
    I said, “Bran.” 
 
    “Bran, Hans and Hattie. They must stop taking the powder also and come immediately to a meeting with Dr. Salcedo and with us to review their ’ealth and their mental and emotional wellbeing.” He spread his hands. “They do not come. Charlie, he disappears. He goes the AWOL. So, now we ’ave a problem. We do not want public attention drawn to this powder. We do not want this powder to fall into the ’ands of the Russians or the Chinese! Or anybody! So, we speak with my ’ead of security, Mr. Sykes, and he sends a team to collect the powder, and also a diary and a laptop which we ’ad given them and asked to keep a record of their subjective feelings and experiences. When our team arrive at the ’ouses of these people, they find…” 
 
    He turned to Fokker, who lifted his thumb. 
 
    “One, the Chinese boy is dead.” 
 
    I snapped, “His name was Zack. He had a name.” 
 
    “Yuh, Zack is dead. He was run over on the road by a car that did not stop. They try to follow the car, without success. They go back later and collect the diary and the laptop, and the powder.” He raised a fat index. “Two: Bran the Australian boy, has died of one heart attack, when we know, because we were monitoring him, that his heart was A one OK. And, no, Mr. O’Brian, there is no scientific way the Alpha-G powder could affect the heart.” He raised his middle finger. “Three: Captain Walker finds Hans and Hattie in the wood pile at the Peabodys’ house. I confess that from the beginning, I was suspecting Captain Walker, but by now, I am convinced that he was not responsible.  
 
    “What is clear to us is that somebody has murdered all but one of the test subjects, and Chalie must be our number one suspect.”  
 
    I wondered for a moment if he was going to mention Charlie’s attack on Lucia that night, but he didn’t, and then I wondered if she had told him. 
 
    I said, “So we are placing the blame squarely on Chalie Vazquez, is that right?” 
 
    Troyes shook his head and looked humble. The door behind him opened and the footmen came in bearing five sirloin steaks in black pepper and brandy sauce. To drink, he served three bottles of Domaine de la Vougeraie Musigny 2005, a burgundy I knew retailed at about seven hundred dollars a bottle.  
 
    “No,” he said, as the footman splashed a little wine in his glass for him to try. He swished it around, examined the color and the mantle, stuck his nose in the glass, tested it and gave the nod. Then, while they poured our wine, he said, “We must bear some of the responsibility, because we did not do a sufficiently thorough background check into Carlos. If we ’ad, we would have seen that he ’ad psychotic tendencies. So we must bear part of the blame for the deaths of those poor young people.” 
 
    I stuck a piece of steak in my mouth and sat chewing and watching Lucia. She avoided my eye, so when I’d swallowed, I asked her, “Are you going to say anything? Or are you just going to sit there with your mouth shut?” 
 
    O’Brien frowned at me. “Steady with that mouth there, cowboy.” 
 
    She glanced at me and said, “I am pretty sure you can do more than enough talking for both of us, Lacklan.” 
 
    I nodded once. “So, let me see if I have the story straight. What we are saying here is that the tests were going fine…” 
 
    Fokker interrupted. “More than fine, the results were astonishing.” 
 
    I continued. “The results were going more than fine, astonishing, and because of an error in background checks, Charlie Vazquez went psychotic and killed his fellow test subjects, who were doing fine.” 
 
    Francoise spread his hands. “Charlie, as I understand it, began to display signs of depression and emotional instability. We should perhaps of acted sooner…” 
 
    “There is one flaw in your analysis, Troyes. And that is that they all started to display profound emotional distress and depression right from the start. I know for a fact that Charlie turned to Lucia for help as soon as the second week of the trials, and she tried to manage his depression. I’m willing to bet that the fact that it disappeared as quickly as it came on helped you take the decision to keep going, and when Zack and Bran and Hans and Hattie came to you saying they were getting downers that were hard to handle, you decided to keep going and try to manage their mood swings too. 
 
    “And for a time, it seemed as though they were doing OK, and the benefits in terms of optimized intellectual processes seemed to outweigh the sudden drops into depression and borderline psychosis. But recently, they started getting worse, didn’t they?” 
 
    Troyes stared at me for a long moment. His eyes were hard and unfriendly. “This is news to me. How can you know this?” 
 
    I turned to Lucia. “You’re going to be the fall guy? Seriously? You are going to take the fall for this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. O’Brien was looking back and forth like he really wanted to know what was going on, but he didn’t want to interrupt. I smiled at Fokker, and then at Troyes. 
 
    “You’re lying. Either you’re lying or you are criminally incompetent. Your call. If you have their diaries, you know that they were suffering regular bouts of deep depression and borderline psychosis. And I know, Troyes, because I have Charlie’s diary.” 
 
    Their jaws sagged open and their eyes went wide with alarm. Fokker was the first to recover. “You have Charlie’s diary? How?” 
 
    “Because he gave it to me, Fokker. After he sent me this message…” I pulled out my cell, thumbed the text messages and read aloud, “My sister Carmencita told me if I needed help, to message you. I think they are trying to kill me.” 
 
    I put the phone on the table and slid it across to O’Brien. He examined it and handed it back to me. When he spoke, his face was dark with anger. “Francois, Wolfgang, I feel I have been badly betrayed here, and I feel you have tried to dupe me. Your attempt to gain my trust by inviting this man has backfired. Because what I have seen and heard here tonight has made me even more adamant in my determination to stop your research…” 
 
    They had both gone very serious. Troyes was the first to speak. “Paul, I cannot express to you ’ow bad I feel about this. There ’as been a deep lack of professional supervision and Wolfgang and I must assume personal responsibility for this.” 
 
    “Yuh…” Wolfgang nodded. 
 
    Lucia sat forward. “As must I. I had weekly contact with the guys, I read their diaries and I spoke to them. I was aware of their down periods, but as Lacklan says, I thought we could manage them, and that was my recommendation to Francoise and Wolfgang. If anybody is to blame, it’s me.” She took a deep breath. “The thing is, the positive aspects of the treatment were so positive, the temptation was there to…” She hesitated. “To play down the importance of the downers.” She turned and looked into O’Brien’s face. She was radiant, beautiful, sincere. “It had transformed their lives. They were, for ninety-nine percent of the time, happy, fulfilled, useful people who were beginning to turn their lives around. They were preparing to make truly positive contributions to society.” She shook her head. “There was no intention to be deceitful or manipulative, Paul. Our intention was to seize a loophole in the legislation so that we could make a positive difference—a real difference!—with the product we were creating.” She shrugged and spread her hands. “Forgive me if I sound brutal, but with what we learned from these five subjects, if we can identify, isolate and neutralize the glitch that is causing the down periods, we have a tool here that can transform lives, and society as a whole.” 
 
    I could see he was drinking it in. I said, “I’m sorry to rain on your parade, Olga Lucia, but who exactly are we saying killed these kids now? We still putting the frame on Charlie? The same Charlie who texted me and told me somebody was trying to kill him? Because I have to say that we are all very carefully ignoring the elephant in the room.” 
 
    Troyes gestured at me with both hands. “I insisted on inviting you tonight, Lacklan, may I call you Lacklan? Because I believe fervently in honesty. I wanted somebody like you, who will show me in my worst possible light before the Secretary of State. I want this transparency, so, please, what is this elephant that is in the room?” 
 
    I looked at him for a long moment, then turned to O’Brien. “The periods of depression and borderline psychosis were becoming more frequent and more serious. Now you have five young people who are becoming emotionally very unstable, whose IQs are seriously off the chart, whose knowledge and intellectual capabilities are truly extraordinary, and who now could be turning against their puppet masters. Who, rightly or wrongly, are perhaps beginning to feel that the program they signed up for was at best misleading, at worst an outright betrayal. How much damage could these five brilliant, eloquent, well informed people do? How important would it be, do you think, to silence them?” 
 
    O’Brien’s face had turned to stone, but Troyes and Fokker were both shaking their heads. 
 
    Fokker said, “Nonono! Nononono! This has gone too far. We invited you here as a show of good will, and now you are here accusing us of murder. It is too much. It is out of hand. I told you, Francoise, you should not invite this man. He is out of control.” 
 
    I smiled. “And you wouldn’t want people to get out of control, would you, Fokker?” 
 
    Troyes sat forward and lifted both hands. “Enough, my friends! Enough! Please, let us get some sense of perspective and balance. There is truth is what Lacklan is saying. We must face up to this! An investigating detective might think this way.” He gave a small laugh. “Though, even from a simple pragmatic perspective, the financial cost of losing these four young people is enormous! But I do not expect you to appreciate this. So, tomorrow, Wolfgang, we will offer our full cooperation to the NYPD, with full disclosure of all the facts. We ’ave nothing to ’ide.” He turned to O’Brien. “Paul, the day after tomorrow, you are participating in a conference with us, is it not so?” 
 
    “That’s correct, at Columbia. But you might want to cancel that now.” 
 
    He shook his head vigorously. “No!” He turned to me. “Our plan was to ’ave an open forum for discussion about the moral aspects of a program like Alpha-G. Paul is a very articulate and intelligent spokesman for the ‘anti’ lobby, so we invited ’im to come and speak, to highlight the moral and ethical problems. So that we, too, can address them. You see, Lacklan, we are not evil conspirators, as you think. We are sincerely seeking a way to get the wonderful benefits of this research without falling into the pitfalls.” 
 
    He turned back to O’Brian. “So I propose to you this. We go ahead with the conference, we invite also the press, and I will tell openly the story of the powder, the apparent side effects, the killing, and then we can debate the whole thing. Will this go some way to reassuring you about our sincerity?” 
 
    O’Brien looked at me, drew a deep breath, and sighed noisily. “I am going to have to sleep on this, Francoise. There is a lot to take in here, and a lot to digest.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Well, we ’ave come to the soufflé, and I ’ave not convinced you, but we ’ave received some very shocking news, and I truly understand why you are both deeply troubled. I hope in time, we can reassure you about our sincere intentions for good. But for now, my dear friends, we ’ave a wonderful soufflé to enjoy.” 
 
    He smiled. His French caricature of himself was back and he managed to make everybody else smile with him. 
 
    Everybody except me. 
 
   


 
  

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I drove Lucia back to her apartment. I parked in front of her block and killed the engine. The street was very quiet and dark, apart from the few amber streetlamps that filtered light through the leaves of the plane trees. I moved to get out and she spoke suddenly in the dark. “Come up, I’ll call you a cab.” 
 
    “No need, I’ll get one on West End Avenue.” 
 
    “You’re wrong about them—about us, Lacklan. You’re a very harsh judge. Not everything is so black and white as you see it. Sometimes people with good intentions make mistakes! You can’t dismiss them and sentence them to oblivion because they tried to do the right thing the wrong way!” She paused a moment, then added, “The wrong way according to you! Because you don’t even know it was wrong! You are just assuming it was wrong. But you don’t actually know anything! Except what you have pieced together like a puzzle and jumped to your own judgmental conclusions!” 
 
    Suddenly, she was crying and I was momentarily blindsided. She kept going, in a slightly high-pitched voice with tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “I am scared! I am in fear for my life! A man came into my apartment last night who wanted to kill me, and you…” She gestured at me with her open palm. “You think I deserve it because I am Doctor Mengele! When all I was really trying to do was improve the quality of life of five unhappy people! Maybe I was stupid! I think now I was! But I am not evil!” I drew breath to answer, but she broke down, sobbing, “And you are going to leave me alone, for him to come back and kill me!” 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    “Oh, just go! Leave me alone! Leave me to die you… you…”  
 
    She pushed open the door and ran across the sidewalk toward her block. I climbed out my side and called after her. “Lucia…!” 
 
    She stopped and turned to face me. She looked resentful, wiping tears from her cheeks with her fingers. “What?” 
 
    “You left your bag in the car, with your keys.” 
 
    I came around the hood and handed it to her. She took it and sniffed, then looked up into my face. She frowned and started to cry again, struggling to suppress it. “I’m scared…” 
 
    I sighed. “Call the cops.” 
 
    “I can’t call the cops! You know that!” 
 
    “Isn’t there anybody you can stay with?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I sighed. “Lucia, this can’t go on. Apart from the fact that I am married, I am really mad at you! I think what you did to those kids is subhuman! As far as I am concerned, you may well have colluded in their murder! And you want me to come up and baby-sit you?” 
 
    “Look at me!” She stuck her arms out by her side and actually stamped her foot. “Look at me, Lacklan!” She was still crying, appealing to me. “Even a… a… bonehead like you can see I am not some crazy, evil genius! I am just a stupid university lecturer who got too caught up in a stupid project! I was out of my damn depth! But I am not a killer! Surely you can see that?” 
 
    I stared at her for a while, fighting to stay objective. She was right. It was hard to see her as an evil genius or a Dr. Mengele. She looked like exactly what she said she was, a young, naïve lecturer who got too caught up in a stupid program. 
 
    A program that ended in murder. 
 
    I sighed again. “OK, let’s go.” 
 
    She sniffed, then turned toward the door, pulling out her key, and said quietly, “Thank you.” 
 
    She was quiet all the way up, until we got inside the apartment and she had locked the door. Then she put down her bag and the dresser and stood in front of me, looking up into my face. “Lacklan, please don’t back away from me. I understand and respect the fact that you are married, that you love your wife. I truly respect that and I am not going to… do anything.” She stopped and took a deep breath. “I just want to say that I like you.” She gave a small laugh. “I don’t know why, because you are a total pain in the ass. But you are honest and true, and I like and respect you for that. You are…” She shrugged. “…my kind of guy. I don’t want you to think of me the way you do. I don’t want you to think I am a bad person. Please, give me… Give us, but especially me, a second chance. I promise you that I am not a bad person, Lacklan.” 
 
    I nodded. “OK, Lucia, we’ll talk about this in the morning. Just get some sleep now.” 
 
    She looked at me for a long time, then nodded. “OK, Lacklan. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    And she turned, went into her room and closed the door behind her. I stood a moment, staring at the space where she had been a moment before, then I took a glass and the bottle of whiskey from the dresser in the dining area and carried it to the small balcony, where I pulled up a chair and an occasional table, switched off the light and sat with my feet on the railing, smoking, drinking Scotch and working methodically through everything that had happened and everything that had been said. 
 
    The upshot, at the end of three cigarettes and two glasses of Scotch, was that Francoise Troyes and Wolfgang Fokker were two lovable, eccentric geniuses who only wanted to make the world a better place; Olga Lucia Salcedo was a brilliant but naïve lecturer who only wanted to help the under privileged, and Charlie was an unfortunate victim of circumstance, whose latent psychotic tendencies had been triggered by Alpha-G’s unforeseen side effects.  
 
    Charlie, who had messaged me asking for help because he thought somebody was trying to kill him. A symptom, no doubt, of a growing paranoid schizophrenia. 
 
    Hard lessons had been learned. Troyes and Fokker would cooperate fully with the NYPD—and in all probability an eventual Congressional enquiry—and there would be a hunt for Charlie, who would ultimately take the fall. Troyes, Fokker and Salcedo would have their wrists slapped. Lucia might even lose her post at Columbia, no doubt to be employed at twice the salary within Ceres Corporation. And testing? Well, that would continue, one way or another, more or less legally, with all the lessons learned from Charlie and the gang. 
 
    Nice. Neat, but not too neat. Not so neat you wouldn’t believe it. But there were still questions that had not been answered, at least not to my satisfaction. I pulled my phone from my pocket, found my address book and pressed ‘Sarge’. 
 
    Sergeant Bradley, known affectionately as ‘Bad Bradley’, had been my closest ally for almost ten years in the Regiment. He was probably the soundest, wisest man I ever met. A Kiwi who looked like a 7th century Viking raider, and behaved like one too, he managed to be hard, ruthless, utterly lethal and humane all at the same time. I hadn’t spoken to him for years, but that’s how it is with the Regiment. You see things and you do things together you don’t necessarily want to remember. So sometimes you stay away from each other, but you’re always there, to the end. 
 
    I looked at my watch. It was seven thirty in the UK. He would have been up for at least an hour, probably two. 
 
    He answered on the third ring, with his weird Kiwi accent. “That you, Captain?” 
 
    “Bradley, how you doing?” 
 
    “Never better. You feeling homesick?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but that’s not why I’m calling.” 
 
    “You’re in trouble, then. I know you’re not calling to say hello, you miserable fucking Yankee bastard.” 
 
    “How well you know me.” 
 
    “Changed your fucking nappy often enough. What’s the trouble?” 
 
    “You still in the Regiment?” 
 
    “Till they shoot me.” 
 
    “Does the name Martin Sykes mean anything to you?” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, then said cautiously, “Yes, but he’s not one of ours. He was with the Boat Service.” 
 
    “SBS?” 
 
    “Them lads. They didn’t like him much. He was morally challenged, if you get my drift. Went on a few private gigs the brass didn’t approve of, and they gave him the old heave-ho. Dangerous man, I’m told. A Scot. Scots are dangerous men, even the women. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “He seems to have surfaced over here, working for a private security company. I think he may be organizing hits.” 
 
    “That figures. You need me to come over?” 
 
    I smiled. “Wouldn’t that be fun.” We both laughed. After a moment, I said, “Not this time, Sergeant. Maybe next time.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “Hang loose, dude.” 
 
    “You too, Captain.” 
 
    I hung up, pulled another Camel from the pack and sat tapping it against my Zippo and turning it around in my fingers. If I ran a billion dollar corporation, and I were a visionary idealist who wanted only the good of mankind, would I employ Martin Sykes, drummed out of the Special Boat Service for conduct unbecoming to an officer, to oversee my security? Or was that yet another thing they were unaware of in their idealistic bubble? 
 
    I picked up my glass and studied it. I didn’t believe that you became a billionaire with a copy of Versailles as your home in Englewood by being naïve. I thought you got those things by becoming very good at pretending to be naïve.  
 
    So what the hell was I going to do about it? 
 
    I drained my glass, poked the cigarette in my mouth, flipped my Zippo and went to lean into the flame. Down in the empty street, where 155th intersected Riverside Drive, I saw the small, dark silhouette of a man standing on the sidewalk beneath a streetlamp, overlooking the Henry Hudson Parkway. He was motionless, indistinct. 
 
    I lit my cigarette and sat watching him, wondering if it was Charlie, coming back to finish the job. I wondered what I would do if it was. 
 
    Then my cell rang. It was an unknown number. I answered, “Yeah?” 
 
    “Lacklan?” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Charlie Vazquez.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Watching you. You just lit a cigarette.” 
 
    “Shall we wave to each other?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Not on the phone. I told you my life is in danger.” 
 
    “You also asked me to come and help you. Then you told me to stay away. Maybe you should make up your mind.” 
 
    “You wanna gripe on the phone or you gonna come down?” 
 
    “I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    I hung up and went to the bedroom. I opened the door, looked in and listened. Her breathing told me she was asleep. I closed the door again and went to where she had left her bag on the sideboard. I took her keys and let myself out. 
 
    When I got down to the street, he had moved to the small terrace that overlooks the Trinity Church Cemetery. He was sitting on the balustrade, waiting for me. As I approached, he said, “I wanna apologize for hurting you the other night.” 
 
    I stood in front of him and nodded. “I’ve had worse. Not a lot of people can do that to me. You been studying just three months?” 
 
    He smiled, but his eyes were not amused. “I’m a fast learner. You helped my sister. I’m not gonna forget that.” 
 
    “That’s why you asked me to help, remember?” 
 
    He nodded. “Things have changed in the last few days.” 
 
    I sat where the balustrade made a right angle and I could look at him. He looked like the kind of kid you’d be pleased for your sister to date and get engaged to. He looked smart, clean, your basic nice guy. I asked him, “What has changed?” 
 
    “Me. I changed. I was broken-hearted. They betrayed me and the others. They killed us, Lacklan, one after another. They didn’t kill me, you know why? Because I was the only one who learned how to fight. The others, Bran, Hattie, Zack… fighting is not part of their culture. For me, where I grew up, if you don’t fight, you die. You probably die anyhow, but if you fight, you got a chance.” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “When I saw how fast I could learn, when I understood that this was happening at the level of my DNA, man! I thought, I am gonna learn Tae Kwon Do, man! I will be like fuckin’ Bruce Lee!” 
 
    “Be the water, my friend.” 
 
    “Right? So when they came for us, I got away. I had the instinct, right from when I was a kid, and I had the skill. You killed Marsh?” 
 
    Something made me say, “And Delano.” 
 
    “What about Sykes?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “He has to die, man. So do the rest of them.” 
 
    “Who is the rest of them?” 
 
    He examined my face with cold eyes. “I don’t want you involved, Lacklan. I shouldn’t have called you. You gotta leave. You gotta go back to Boston.” 
 
    “You’re planning to kill Lucia.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I ain’t decided.” 
 
    “Don’t do it.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “You falling for her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. But I think you’re a good kid who has a future. I think your sister deserves better than a brother who is either on the run or spending the rest of his life in jail. You can make a difference, Charlie. You can be a good scientist, or a doctor, you can help people and do something useful. You’re not a killer. If you do this, if you kill any of them, but especially her, there is no turning back, ever.” 
 
    His voice was bitter, ugly. “Why especially her? She’s a puta!” 
 
    “Maybe she is and maybe she’s not. Maybe I am a puto and so are you. That doesn’t mean we deserve to die. But I said especially her, not for her sake, but for yours. You loved her. We shouldn’t kill the people we have loved. If we do, we kill the best part of ourselves.” 
 
    He looked at me sharply. “What are you, the fuckin’ Dalai Lama?” 
 
    “No, I’m somebody who has killed a lot of people. Maybe you’ve become some kind of learning machine, Charlie, but one thing you can’t learn is experience. That comes with time and mistakes. I’m trying to stop you from making a mistake you can’t come back from.” 
 
    He was quiet for a bit, looking out at the vast, black river. Finally, he said, “I ain’t made up my mind about Olga Lucia. She hurt me real bad. But Troyes and Fokker, and Sykes, they have to die, man.” He turned to face me again. “They can’t be allowed to go on doing what they are doing.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree. But let me bring them down, Charlie. I have the connections. I have powerful friends, and I have a lot of experience doing this kind of stuff. I can bring them down, and I can bring the company down, too.” I sighed. “I have already wasted my life. I’m expendable. You’re not. You still have something to offer the world. Stop taking the powder. I’ll clear your name. I’ll bring down these people.” 
 
    He stood, stared down at me and shook his head. “No. I do this, and I do it my way. This is my revenge, Lacklan. Don’t try and stop me. Stay out of my way, you understand?” 
 
    I gave a small laugh and stood. “I understand you’re an idiot. Do what you have to do, Charlie. Throw away your life and break your sister’s heart if you think that makes you a man. But don’t think you can tell me what to do. Just think about your sister before you do anything stupid.” 
 
    He pointed at me. “Stay out of my way, gringo. I warned you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Stay out of your way, what does that mean?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a while, like he was trying to work out if I was being smart or stupid and he couldn’t decide. Finally, he said, “Just be smart, Lacklan. Stay away from the conference at Columbia, day after tomorrow. People are gonna know who Charlie Vazquez is. You better be wise. Stay away.” 
 
     
 
   


 
  

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Next morning, after Lucia had left for work, I made my way the short distance to Broadway, planning to hail a cab. I was still no clearer in my mind about what was going on, or what to do about it, except that I knew that Troyes and Fokker had to be stopped, and preferably before Charlie threw his life away.  
 
    As I was approaching the corner of 155th and Broadway, my cell began to ring. It was eight AM. I pulled it from my pocket, didn’t recognize the number, and said, “Yeah, Walker.” 
 
    “Good morning, Walker. I hope I am not too early. O’Brien here. Where are you?” 
 
    “155th and Broadway, about to hail a cab, why?” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “Forgive my indiscretion, Walker, but am I to understand you spent the night with Dr. Salcedo?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your goddamn business, Mr. Secretary, but I slept on the couch.” 
 
    “Please, don’t be offended. I have good reason for asking. Don’t hail a cab. I’ll pick you up in five minutes.” 
 
    He was as good as his word. Five minutes later, a large, chauffeur-driven Bentley rolled up and pulled over. I opened the back door and climbed in. The car took off like the driver knew where to go, and O’Brien smiled at me. “I hope you weren’t waiting too long.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Mr. Secretary?” 
 
    “You can call me that in public, Walker. In our worlds, friends are few and far between. It’s as well to recognize them when we find them. Please call me Paul.” 
 
    “Alright, what’s on your mind, Paul?” 
 
    He ignored the question and continued talking. “I asked whether you had stayed with Dr. Salcedo last night, because I wanted to know if you were compromised, or lacking objectivity where she is concerned.” He turned to look at me. “Are you? Do you?” 
 
    “No. I’m not sure I could say that I see her for what she is, but I have no emotional involvement with her. If I had to give you an opinion, I’d say she was probably used by Troyes and Fokker. But I’m not sure how scrupulous she is. Last night she looked very scared, and pretty shaken.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s my assessment so far. Odd how a person can be both very smart and very naïve.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why is Dr. Salcedo of interest to you?” 
 
    “She’s not. You are. What do you plan to do about the Ceres Corporation?” 
 
    I was surprised by the question and my face must have told him so. 
 
    He frowned. “Well, you do plan to do something, don’t you?” 
 
    I looked out the window at the bright, passing morning. I had spent the last couple of days asking myself pretty much that question, and I guessed he was right. I did plan to do something, I just had no idea what. 
 
    “I’ve been looking at the files we have on you, Walker, and I had a nice, long chat with Cyndi last night. I guess I know as much about you as anybody does by now, and I’m pretty damn sure you don’t plan on just walking away.” 
 
    I gave my head a small shake. “The short answer is, I don’t know. I guess I was kind of hoping you would take care of it.” 
 
    He gave a grunt. “Do you know what the most highly valued commodity on Earth is, Walker?” 
 
    I smiled. “Some people say it’s gold. Others say it’s real estate. I think they are all wrong. I say it’s violence, Paul. Violence is the most highly valued commodity on Earth.” 
 
    He looked surprised, but nodded. “You’re damn right it is. He who can inflict most violence, holds most power. Gold serves to buy the capability to exercise violence. Land can only be retained if we can exercise violence. If we make laws, they are ineffectual unless we can enforce them with violence or the threat of violence. Violence is the currency of power, and it is the single most valuable commodity on Earth.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir. But I don’t know what you’re driving at.” 
 
    He gazed at me for a moment, like I had let him down by not reading his mind. “I’m a Christian, did you know that? Many men have reached my position in government at the cost of their principles. And believe me, with every administration, it becomes harder to get this far and keep your integrity. It’s why I like Cyndi. I am as true to my principles now as I was when I used to watch Chuck Norris in the movies. He was my hero and my role model. But like I say, there are very few who make it this far and stay whole. 
 
    “So when a son of a bitch like Troyes or Fokker comes along, with the kind of technology they’ve developed, the boys at the White House, on the Hill, and in the Pentagon all start creaming their pants and wanting to get these freaks on board at whatever cost. The justification is, if we don’t meet their demands, the Chinese will, or the Russians will. Pretty soon, it will be the Europeans, too. If it were up to me, I’d shoot the bastards, or give a medal to the man who did. But like I said, violence is the ultimate commodity, and you can just imagine the military applications of Ceres’ research, can’t you? That kind of technology gives you access to violence on a whole new level. So Washington wants it.” 
 
    I was pretty sure we were going to get a taste of it in the next twenty-four hours and I told him so. He listened carefully and when I’d finished telling him about my meeting with Charlie the night before, he grunted. “Can’t blame the kid, but let me tell you, if I try to put an end to Ceres’ work, two things are going to happen. First of all, it will be slow and tortuous, because there are a lot of interests involved, and half of Washington will be scrambling to buy shares in Ceres, if they haven’t got them already. 
 
    “Second, while we argue and maneuver in Washington, they will quietly continue to carry out experiments and testing, walking a fine line between what is and is not legal.” He sighed. “And not only that, even if I were successful, they would simply relocate somewhere where they will become a hell of a lot more dangerous.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “What are you saying to me?” 
 
    “You’re too young to remember the Vietnam war. I was too young to go, but I remember it well. Three presidents prosecuted that war, even though each one of them knew from the start that it could not be won. They pushed on with it, pouring in weapons, ammunition, bombs. They dropped more bombs on the Ho Chi Minh trail alone than we dropped on Germany during World War Two. Some people might wonder why three consecutive presidents would do that.” He stared at me for a moment. “That war cost the taxpayer almost a trillion dollars in modern money. But that isn’t the issue. The issue isn’t ‘who paid for the war?’ The issue is, ‘who did that money go to?’ We shouldn’t ask who paid for those bombs. We should ask, who did we buy them from?” He smiled. “And also, of course, who did we borrow the money from, with promises of paying it back? What do you think the interest is, Walker, on a trillion dollars? And who does that interest go to?” 
 
    It was similar to what I had heard before from Professor Gibbons[4], but I asked, “What has this to do with Ceres?” 
 
    “Can you imagine the repercussions, Walker, if we fought a war with this kind of technology? Can you imagine if the threat of war were used to justify that research? It would be the nuclear arms race all over again, but instead of atom bombs, we’d be building freaks and intelligent, semi-organic machines. It doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    We had reached my apartment block and the driver had pulled over, but O’Brien wasn’t done. “Do you know much about quantum mechanics, Walker?” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. “I know nobody’s sure whether Schrodinger killed his cat or not.” 
 
    He smiled. “For almost a hundred years, we thought quantum physicists were going to be like philosophers and sit around asking questions that nobody could answer and nobody really cared about. Things like quantum superposition and quantum entanglement. Crazy, semi-mystical ideas that didn’t really make any difference.” He grunted a small laugh and shook his head. “Turns out physicists are nothing like philosophers. They don’t want to ask questions nobody can answer, they want to answer questions nobody else would ask. 
 
    “Turns out scientists in Finland are now doing experiments where quantum superposition happens not just to tiny particles, but to bigger things. Turns out quantum entanglement can be done in the lab, to small, aluminum plates.” 
 
    “I don’t really know what these things are, Paul.” 
 
    He nodded. “Exactly. And yet, they can be weaponized. Scientists like Troyes and Fokker are working in areas of science that seem to us to be either like magic or science fiction. They are making weapons out of things that are so small we can’t even see them. They are transforming people’s minds, memories and emotions, even their bodies, and turning them into weapons. And they are becoming billionaires as they do it. These people are very, very dangerous.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You thought you were done, son. But you had only just begun.” He laughed out loud. “Look at me making poetry. This is your stop. This is where you get out.” 
 
    I nodded and sighed. “Thanks for the ride.” I half opened the door. “Is it still Paul, or are we back to Mr. Secretary?” 
 
    He gave an almost inaudible chuckle. “Still Paul, Walker.” 
 
    I climbed out. The door closed with a soft clunk and I watched the graceful machine slide away into the bright morning sunshine on Riverside Drive, just as though everything was just fine with the world. 
 
    I didn’t go up to my apartment. I crossed the road into the park and made my way down past the tennis courts to lean on the railing and look out at the massive, slow-moving body of water as it made its way out to the Atlantic. 
 
    I thought of Abi, of Primrose and Sean, her children whom I had tried to take as my own. I tried to imagine what kind of world they were going to inherit from us; what things they would take for granted, what kind of things they would assume were normal. My great-grandfather had witnessed the first mechanized flights. In his lifetime, manned rockets had reached the moon. When my dad was a kid, computers occupied whole buildings, now they were so small and so sophisticated you could write a program on a single cell and run a factory with it. 
 
    And we took it for granted. We adapted. The unbelievable became ordinary very quickly. And we assumed that innovations were good because it allowed us to do things, or own things that we were told we needed to do, or own. What were our children going to adapt to? What things were they going to assume they needed to do? What were men like Troyes and Fokker going to sell them, and convince them they needed? The Encyclopedia Britannica inserted into their brains on a chip, twenty languages injected into their memories as a protein, the fighting skills of Bruce Lee… 
 
    Why did it sound like a nightmare? Because it was different? Or because with every stride in technology over the last hundred years, we had lost a little more of our liberty, a little more of our personal, individual freedom? Or because I was wondering how many of the nine billion people who would soon inhabit our planet would get to benefit from this technology? 
 
    I took a deep breath and blew noisily. Inside, I knew I was seeking a way to justify the assassination of two men, on the grounds that they had created a technology which could lead in the future to an unfair, dystopian society. But wasn’t that as bad, or worse? To kill people for being original, innovative, creative thinkers? 
 
    I burst out laughing. A couple of joggers turned to stare, then laughed too. I, a committed atheist, and probably an anarchist at heart, had been asked by a Catholic to murder two scientists and destroy their research, for the good of humanity. Overhead, a seagull laughed back at me. I watched it glide over the river and realized that for the first time in my life, I was paralyzed with indecision. For just a moment, I thought about turning around and walking away. Let the cops do their job, let me focus on my family. For a moment, I envied O’Brien the clarity of his religious conviction. 
 
    And then I thought of Charlie, and I knew there was one thing I could do, one thing that was unambiguous and clear. Charlie must not be allowed to throw away his life by murdering Troyes and Fokker. That much I could do and be clear about. 
 
    I turned away from the river and made my way up to my apartment.  
 
    I had a long, hot shower and threw myself on the bed, with the drapes pulled closed over the window, and tried to get a few hours sleep. All the while, I kept thinking about Charlie. There was something about him that troubled me and I couldn’t nail what it was.  
 
    He had seen the experiment start to go south, he’d seen his friends start to get killed off, and he’d had the street smarts to disappear. That was when he’d messaged me to come and help him, but in that short time, he had changed his mind. Why? What had made him decide to go after Lucia and Troyes and Fokker? What had happened in those couple of days to make him move from seeking help to wanting me out of the picture? 
 
    Like everything else about that whole affair, it didn’t make sense. In the end, I got up and called Lucia. She sounded surprised and uncertain. 
 
    “Lacklan…? What is it?” 
 
    “I need to see the lecture hall where you’re having the conference tomorrow.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. “OK, come on over. Francoise and Wolfgang are here setting things up…” I didn’t answer for a moment and she said, “Lacklan…?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll be over in about half an hour.” 
 
    “Lacklan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are we OK?” 
 
    Were we? I had no idea, but I said, “Yeah, sure. Sure we are.” 
 
    I pulled on my jeans, my boots, and a sweatshirt. Then something made me slip my Fairbairn & Sykes knife in my boot, and my Sig p226 in my waistband, behind my back. The Zombie was still badly dented on the front left wing, but I figured I’d take it anyway. Some sixth sense, some deep gut feeling, was telling me things were about to change, and I was going to need every advantage I could get.  
 
    I pulled out of the parking garage and headed north on Amsterdam Avenue. Some clarity was beginning to seep in among all the confusion. It was about Charlie, I told myself. It had always been about Charlie, because the others had already been killed when he messaged me. Charlie had asked me for help, and I had come to help him. That was why I was here. 
 
    I had told Marni and Gibbons—and Cyndi McFarlane—a long time ago, I was out. I had my own things to focus on, like Abi and my step-kids. Secretary O’Brien could throw his weight around as much as he liked—he could tell me I wasn’t done till he was blue in the face—but I was not here to fight his wars for him. I was here to help Charlie. 
 
    End of story. 
 
    That was what I told myself. 
 
    I found a parking space, called Lucia and made my way to the Fairchild Center. She met me at the door. She looked subdued and unhappy. She took my arm and started to walk me through the campus. 
 
    “The conference hall is at the New John Jay Science Building. Francoise wanted to include other disciplines from other departments. We don’t think there will be a lot of people, but two or three hundred could show up. Some of them will be press, but mainly scientists and professors, from Columbia and other universities.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of this conference, Lucia?” 
 
    “To start discussing Alpha-G. To make people aware of it and start a debate.” 
 
    I studied her face a moment as we walked, then said, “And an auction?” 
 
    She frowned at me. “No…” Then, “No, I am sure that’s not it.” 
 
    “Is O’Brien the only political figure there?” 
 
    “Yes.” She looked up into my face, appealing to me to ease up. “You heard what they said, Lacklan. He’s there to highlight the flaws, to say why he is against it. They made mistakes—we made mistakes—but they are on the level, I promise you.” 
 
    I sighed. “Four deaths and five destroyed lives is more than just a mistake, Lucia. You want to come down out of your ivory tower for a bit? These are people we’re talking about, not ‘subjects’. You can’t dismiss their deaths, the suffering of the people they left behind, or the enormity of what was done to Charlie as ‘mistakes’. Nobody has the right to dispose of other people’s lives like that.” 
 
    She nodded, then gave my arm a small hug. “OK, you made your point, and you’re right. I know you are.” The large, dome-shaped building, in black and white and silver, had come into view, surrounded by a network of gardens, ponds and small canals. She stopped and pulled me to a halt. “Lacklan. Did you ever make a really, really bad mistake?” 
 
    I studied her face a moment, then said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Then please, I know you’re right in what you just said, but please, stop throwing stones till you know a little bit more about what’s going on, and who these guys are. You going to be at the conference tomorrow?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good. Come on, I’ll take you inside.” 
 
    And we went in. 
 
   


 
  

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The lecture theater was at the back of the building, beyond a spacious, airy lobby. The design was a strange kind of throwback to what might have been considered space-age in the late sixties and early seventies. As I came in, an information desk with curving sides and an overhead sign gave the impression of the pupil of an eye, while two sweeping, white staircases on either side and an arched frame holding spotlights overhead, gave the illusion of the eye itself.  
 
    We crossed the lobby among racks of leaflets, small exhibits and announcements for upcoming events, and came to two sets of doors in a large, highly polished wooden wall. A brass plaque announced that this was the John Jay Science Lecture Theater. 
 
    Two men stood in front of the doors, looking like seven-foot, sulking sumo wrestlers. As we approached the door on our right, that guy shook his head. “You can’t come in.” 
 
    I looked at Lucia. “Welcome to the new age of liberal education.” 
 
    She ignored me and said, “I’m Dr. Salcedo of the Nano-Tek department…” 
 
    “You can’t come in.” 
 
    Lucia sighed. It was a sigh that was slightly ragged around the edges. “You don’t understand, I am Dr. Salcedo… I…” 
 
    “You can’t come in.” 
 
    I stepped up close and looked up into his face. “Go inside and tell your boss that Lacklan Walker is here with Dr. Salcedo. Do it now or you’ll spend the next twenty-four hours having your head surgically extracted from your anus, only to find you lost your damn job. Go.” 
 
    He frowned, like he thought I had been unnecessarily harsh, and went inside. Lucia was looking at me, gently shaking her head. 
 
    I looked at her and said, “He is very tall. What do you think, seven foot? Four hundred pounds? More?” 
 
    She sighed and looked away as the door opened again and the Hulk stepped out with another guy. This one was smaller. He was forty or forty-five, scrawny and hard, with a face like boiled leather. He had a gray crew cut and a scar from the corner of his right eye to the corner of his mouth, and I just knew that scar had cost somebody his life.  
 
    He looked at us each in turn and as he was about to speak, I interrupted him. “Martin Sykes?” 
 
    His back stiffened and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    He drew breath to answer but I interrupted him again. “Tell Mr. Troyes and Mr. Fokker that Lacklan Walker and Dr. Salcedo are here. They are expecting us.” 
 
    He really wanted to give me trouble, but he couldn’t, and he had to suck it up. He turned and went back inside. 
 
    Lucia said to the floor, “You are really determined to antagonize everybody today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not everybody, and not just today.” 
 
    After a moment, the door opened again and Sykes jerked his head at us to come inside.  
 
    The theater was not vast, but big enough for maybe four hundred people. It was beige and blond wood and had that same early Star Trek feel to it as the foyer. Troyes and Fokker were on the stage with a couple techs. When they saw us, Troyes skipped down the steps and came toward us with his arms open. 
 
    “Lacklan! Lucia! What a wonderful surprise to see you ’ere. Forgive the security, we are a little nervous about Charlie, uh?” He kissed Lucia and I gave him my hand to shake. “To what do we owe this pleasure?” 
 
    I gestured toward the stage with my head. “We need to talk in private.” 
 
    He didn’t so much frown as contract his face. He turned and hurried ahead of us down the aisle toward the stage, with his oddly over-large, double-breasted jacket flapping around his legs as he walked. 
 
    “Wolfgang! Wolfgang! Come down, Lacklan ’as something ’e wants to discuss with us. Come! Come!” 
 
    Wolfgang came down with ponderous steps, peering at his feet through his large spectacles. On the stage, a couple of guys were setting up chairs behind a long table. As we approached, I called up to them, “Guys, take ten for coffee.” 
 
    They glanced at Troyes, who waved them away. The three of them sat and I rested my ass against the edge of the stage. Sykes was coming down the aisle toward us. He started to say, “Mr. Troyes…” 
 
    But I cut him short and said, “I want you to be a part of this, Sykes.” 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks. “Och, you want me to be a part o’ this?” He stared at the back of Troyes’ head. “Am I taking orders from this lad now, Mr. Troyes?” 
 
    Troyes craned around in his seat and said, “Come, Martin, come!” 
 
    He started to walk again and his eyes said he wanted to do bad things to me. As he approached, I said, “Since when does the Boat Service baby-sit scientists, Sykes?” 
 
    “Since it was none of your fuckin’ business, that’s when. Since when do I have to give you fuckin’ explanations about fuck all?” 
 
    I ignored him and turned to Troyes and Fokker. “I have information about Charlie. But here’s the deal. I share the information with you on the understanding that you let me take him in. You don’t agree and I take everything I know, including Charlie’s diary, to the Feds, and believe me, I know enough to put the four of you away for a long time.” 
 
    They went very still and very quiet. After a moment, Fokker said, “What information do you heff?” 
 
    “Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    They all exchanged glances and Francoise nodded. 
 
    I said, “Break this agreement and I will hit you so hard not even your mothers will recognize you.” 
 
    Sykes sneered. “Och, you’re a real tough guy.” 
 
    “Charlie came to see me last night.” 
 
    Sykes stopped sneering and frowned instead. The other three waited. 
 
    “He warned me to stay out of his way. His intention was to kill the four of you, but now he is undecided about you, Lucia. You really got to him. You can be proud of yourself.” 
 
    Fokker swallowed loudly. “How? When? Did he give you details?” 
 
    I looked at him for a moment, but ignored his question. “Make no mistake, he is more than capable of doing it, both emotionally and physically. You can all be proud of yourselves, you took a nice guy and, for the good of humanity, you created a first class assassin.” I jerked my head at Sykes. “I know the training you’ve had. You’re among the best of the best. But don’t kid yourself, this kid can eat you for breakfast. You can thank these assholes for that.” 
 
    I turned back to them. “As far as I am concerned, he can blow you all to kingdom come. There are too many people like you in the world. You’re a plague, and if you get exterminated, that can only be a good thing.” 
 
    Tears had flooded Lucia’s eyes and she was shaking her head. “Lacklan, please, don’t say that…” 
 
    I ignored her. I felt a twist in my gut, but I didn’t let it show. I went on. “But I think Charlie is a nice kid, and I think he can still be saved from what you bastards have done to him. So here’s the deal. He plans to come here tomorrow to make an example of you. You can put your hired guns around the stage as a last line of defense. We close every entrance to the theater except the front. I will wait for him in the lobby, so if he wants to come in, he has to come through me. I take him in. Agreed?” 
 
    They all nodded. I looked at Sykes. “Can you live with that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck. But you’d better understand this, if he comes through that fuckin’ door, I’ll blow his fuckin’ head off.” 
 
    I turned back to Lucia, Francoise and Fokker. “Can the effect of the powder be reversed?” 
 
    Fokker shrugged. “That is why we need the trials! To determine this kind of question! It seems that if he is stopping the powder for a time, the effects wear off. Does he lose what he has learned? Do the changes revert? We do not know.” 
 
    “If you don’t stick to the deal, if you come after him, if you even think about him, I will destroy every single one of you. I will not stop until there is no trace of you left.” 
 
    Sykes screwed up his face at me, like I’d told him he had to replace his whiskey with herbal teas for the rest of his life. “Who the fuck is this guy?” 
 
    I ignored him and spoke to Troyes. “Do you understand what I am telling you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I am sorry you feel so ’ostile towards us, Lacklan. I ’ave tried to make you understand what our motivation ’as been from the start, but alas, you are entrenched in your position. All I can say is that of course we agree, and we will do anything we can to ’elp Charlie, if you can persuade ’im to give up ’is vendetta against us.” 
 
    “Save it, Francoise.” I pointed at Sykes but spoke to Troyes. “The fact that you have this guy as your head of security tells me everything I need to know about you.” 
 
    A spasm of frustration crossed his face. 
 
    I ignored it and asked, “What time does the conference begin tomorrow?” 
 
    He sighed. “Eleven in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll be here at ten.” I turned to Sykes. “Make damn sure every access door to the hall is locked and secured tonight, and double check them in the morning. This guy is very dangerous.” 
 
    I made my way back up the aisle. As I reached the door, I heard Sykes call to me from behind. I turned and saw Troyes and Fokker deep in conversation. Lucia was with them, but she wasn’t listening to what they were saying. She was staring at me. Her expression was not complex or conflicted. It was just plain sad. 
 
    I sighed and turned to Sykes, who was coming up close to me. “Who the fuck are you, pal? Why should I be taking orders from you? I mean, no offense, but what the fuck do you know if anybody is good, or dangerous?” 
 
    It wasn’t a challenge, it was a genuine inquiry. I studied his face a moment before answering, “I was ten years with your sister regiment, Sykes. I was discharged, honorably, with the rank of captain. I wasn’t kicked out. I know you’re responsible for those kids’ deaths. If you didn’t kill them, you sent the men who did. The clock is ticking for you, pal.” 
 
    He showed no emotion. He nodded. “OK,” he said. “Now I know who y’are. Don’t worry, I’ll be ready for you.” 
 
    I made my way back to my car, climbed in and called Kenny, back home in Weston.  
 
    “Good morning, sir.” 
 
    “Kenny, listen, I may need a kit bag tomorrow morning.” 
 
    He knew exactly what I meant and said, “Indeed, sir. What would you like me to include?” 
 
    I thought about it. “I don’t know, Kenny. It’s a very unpredictable situation.” 
 
    “Perhaps, sir, if I may suggest, a little bit of everything, and perhaps I should bring it down myself, rather than entrust it to a courier.” 
 
    “That is pretty much what I had in mind, Kenny. Listen, are you… free at the moment?” 
 
    I labored the word and he understood me. “Indeed I am, sir.” 
 
    “Good, then go to the armory and talk me through what’s there.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
    I heard my study door open and close, and I heard the lock turn. Then I heard the repeated bleep of the armory door being unlocked. Only Kenny and I had the pass code. When he spoke again, his voice was slightly muffled by the small room. 
 
    “Will you remain in New York, sir?” 
 
    “Probably, and Jersey, Englewood, you know the area?” 
 
    “Very well, sir. Then an assault rifle would probably not be appropriate. We are looking perhaps more at stealth?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then may I suggest a Maxim 9? Two seventeen round magazines. 147 grain?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I believe you have your Sig with you, sir, and the Fairbairn & Sykes. Then, in addition, may I suggest…” 
 
    “Hold on there a minute, Kenny. I’m going to have to get back to you. Pack what you think I’ll need. I’ll call you back in about an hour.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
    I had seen Lucia come out of the pedestrian passageway onto Amsterdam Avenue. She stood a moment looking up and down, then she’d seen my car and started a half-run toward me. I hung up, climbed out and pocketed my phone. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She came to a halt a few feet from me, shaking her head. “You are a really obstinate man, Lacklan.” 
 
    “Don’t beat around the bush, say what you really mean.” 
 
    “What more can I do to convince you that I am telling the truth?” 
 
    “Are you really asking me, or are you telling me there is no more you can do?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, took a very deep breath and let it out slow. “I am, genuinely, asking you.” 
 
    I nodded a few times. “Well, it might help if you stopped trying to justify something that has no justification.” 
 
    Her face went real serious. 
 
    “I have heard a hundred and one explanations for an unfortunate error of judgment. I haven’t heard a single person say that they feel like shit because these kids died through your collective ambition, egotism and incompetence.” 
 
    “That is very harsh.” 
 
    “It is also very true. Why don’t you try to convince me that you care more about Hattie’s life, and Hans’ life, and Zack and Bran’s, than your goddamn experiment? Why don’t you try to convince me that you care more about them than justifying your total lack of concern for the fact that you were playing with their lives?” 
 
    She was very still, staring just past me at an empty space in the air. After a moment she gave a small nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t need to convince me that you’re telling the truth. I know you’re sincere. But what troubles me is that you think it’s enough that your intentions were not bad. And I will never be OK with you, Lucia, until I know that you realize it is not OK to use other people’s lives to satisfy your own ambitions. I have two questions for you.” 
 
    She raised her eyes to meet mine. When she spoke it was almost a whisper. “What?” 
 
    “How come you didn’t take the powder yourself? How come the three of you aren’t the world’s greatest, most accomplished geniuses?” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and she looked away. 
 
    “What made it OK for them to take the powder, but not you?” 
 
    “You made your point. I am really, genuinely ashamed.” 
 
    I nodded, then asked, “My second question: how much do you know about Martin Sykes?” 
 
    She looked surprised. “Nothing at all. He works for the Ceres Corporation. Why?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have to go.” I opened the car door. “Take my advice, Lucia, distance yourself from those guys. They are bad news.” 
 
    I climbed in and drove home to talk to Kenny. 
 
   


 
  

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Kenny had taken the Zombie back to Weston to have it fixed, and left me with the more sedate Aston Martin DB9. It had only 550 bhp and comparatively slow acceleration at 0 to 60 in four and a half seconds, but it was a car I liked. It was handsome and it had heritage. 
 
    I had also contacted Philip Gantrie, an IT genius my father had put me in touch with before he died. He had helped me out a few times in the past, and I had a hunch he might become useful. I had outlined the situation to him and asked him to stand by.  
 
    The next morning, I parked near the corner of W 120th and Broadway and made my way to the New John Jay Science Building. I pushed through the doors and took a moment to look around. Great, warped slabs of light lay across the floor from the huge, plate glass windows. There were a few clusters of people here and there, but the place was largely quiet. 
 
    I had already chosen my position from which I would watch the people arriving at the conference. It was opposite the two doors with my back to the staircases, so that I would be invisible, but I would have a good view of everyone in the line for the door. The sumo wrestlers were on duty again and must have recognized me, because they remained immobile and impassive as I approached and went through into the auditorium.  
 
    Sykes was on the other side of the door and turned as I went in. He gave me the once over and said, “What d’you want? You’re supposed to be on the other side o’ this door.” 
 
    “Show me the other doors, back stage.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “If I leave this auditorium, Sykes, it will be to go to the 43rd Precinct in the Bronx, to give them the information I have on you. They will come and take you in for questioning, just when your boss needs you the most. And while you are busy losing your job, I will go and check the doors. Your call.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He took me back stage and showed me the only door there was, which led from a corridor into a small reception room and office. It was locked. I said, “Give me the key.” 
 
    He sighed. He really wanted to do something bad to me. I held out my hand and he gave me the key.  
 
    “When do the dynamic duo arrive?” 
 
    “They’re here. They’re with Dr. Salcedo. They have two men with them.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I knew Charlie wouldn’t do anything until the conference was under way, until they were both on the stage, where everybody could see them. Instead, I said, “I want one of the doors to the auditorium closed and locked. I want everyone bottlenosed into one door and slowed down there so I can see them.” 
 
    He nodded. “Nay problem.” 
 
    By the time I crossed the auditorium again and stepped back into the foyer, it was ten thirty and people were beginning to gather. I did a quick scan of the room, but I didn’t want to scare him off before I had a chance to get a hold of him, so I pulled up a chair in the shadows, beneath and behind the staircases, and settled to wait. Five minutes after that, Troyes and Fokker showed up with Lucia. They were deep in conversation, but Lucia was scanning the room and saw me. She broke away from them, came over and hunkered down beside me. 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Lacklan, after the conference, can we talk? What you said to me yesterday, it struck home.” She smiled in a way that was rueful. “You have a way with words. Like everything else you do, it’s brutal, but effective.”  
 
    I didn’t rise to the bait. I nodded. “After the conference, we’ll talk. Right now, let’s stay focused on making sure Charlie doesn’t get killed.” 
 
    She nodded and went to rise. 
 
    I said, “Lucia?” 
 
    She stopped. “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you really want to help, keep an eye on Sykes. He’s a professional killer. If he didn’t kill those kids with his own hands, he organized it. Keep a watch on him for me today.” 
 
    She had gone very serious. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know who he is.” 
 
    “I should tell Francoise and Wolfgang…” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Lucia, they already know.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I can’t believe…” 
 
    “Don’t do anything at all until after the conference. Just keep an eye on Sykes for me.” I took a hold of her hand. “And don’t do anything that will put you at risk.” 
 
    After a moment she smiled. 
 
    I went on. “Charlie won’t make it into the auditorium. But if he does, you get out of there immediately, understood?” 
 
    She nodded. “Understood. I’d better get inside. Paul will be arriving soon.” 
 
    I watched her hurry to the door. Sykes met her there, they exchanged a few words, and he and the Sumo Twins started setting up the door, and the line started forming to go in. 
 
    A moment later, two Secret Service guys arrived and took up positions on either side of the door. From where I was sitting, I could just see the stage, with the long table set up at the back and the lectern at the front. At that point, there was nobody on the stage. 
 
    There had been something nagging at my mind, troubling me since the day before. Charlie was smart. He had always been smart, that was how he got into Columbia. Alpha-G powder had added considerably to his intelligence. It had made him super smart. A genius. But he didn’t just have an IQ that would incinerate a roast. He had street smarts, too. He excelled in the fighting arts. He knew about strategy and tactics. That was why, where the other four had died, he had survived, and now gone on the offensive. In a few days, he had turned from prey to predator. 
 
    All of that was fine and made sense with his background, but what didn’t make any sense at all was what I was looking at, from where I sat. There was no way that Charlie could successfully get into that auditorium and kill Troyes and Fokker.  
 
    If it were a case of his being able to kill them but not get away with it, I might just buy it and chalk it up to passion and the need for revenge. But he wasn’t even going to get that. He wasn’t even going to get into the auditorium. And he knew that. He had to know it, because he was smarter than any of us, and he would be anticipating everything that we were thinking and doing. 
 
    But whichever way I turned it, and whichever way I looked at it, I couldn’t see his play. 
 
    At twenty to, they started letting people in. I studied each face individually, and each body. So far, he wasn’t there. Inside the theater, I saw Troyes and Fokker come out and stand by the table, talking. O’Brien followed and joined them. He had two more Secret Service guys with him, and they took up positions on either side of the stage, looking out at the audience. I took that in at a glance and kept scanning the faces and the bodies that were slowly passing in front of me. Charlie was not among them. 
 
    The line was moving slowly, and I began to study the people further back, one at a time. He was not there, and a voice in my head kept telling me it was logical. He would not be there any more than I would if I had decided to hit Troyes and Fokker. Even if I was determined to make a public exhibition of them. Hitting them there and then was stupid. It was more than stupid, it was impossible. 
 
    And the more I thought that, the more I began to feel that something was very wrong. I got up, made my way around the staircases and took in the whole line as it curled around the foyer and out the main door. There was no sign of him. 
 
    Slowly, the end of the line started to move inside the building. Outside, among the gardens and the canals, people stopped showing up. The line was feeding through the door and, inside, the seats were filling up. Troyes was taking up his position to make his introductory speech. Lucia, Fokker and O’Brien were behind the table, talking and laughing. I walked the length of the line. I had examined every face and every body that had gone in. Charlie was not there. 
 
    So maybe he had decided not to make the hit. Maybe he’d stopped taking the powder and its effects were wearing off. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    The last fifteen people were moving through the door. Sykes was there, watching me. He shrugged the question at me, ‘What’s going on?’ I shrugged back that he hadn’t shown. 
 
    Then, there was movement outside. I stepped behind a billboard announcing a talk on entangled gravity and peered through the plate glass. There was somebody running. It wasn’t a dash, just a steady run. He had a knapsack over his shoulder and a baseball cap on his head. He loped up the steps and came through the door, making for the line. I stepped behind him, between him and the exit, and spoke quietly. 
 
    “Don’t move, Charlie. There’s nothing you can do. The place is crawling with security and Secret Service. It’s over, give it up.” 
 
    He turned to face me. He looked calm. He showed me his knapsack, then spoke as he tossed it to me. “Here, check…” As I caught, it he said, “It has a bomb in it.” 
 
    It was smart. It caught me off guard and I wasted three valuable seconds trying to process what he had said. During that time, he bolted for the door.  
 
    I went after him. He sprinted south, toward the biology department. As I ran, I ripped open the bag. It might have blown me to bits, but there was nobody close enough to get hurt, and I figured I had no choice. As I suspected, there was nothing in it but a bunch of books. I dropped it and sprinted after Charlie. He was weaving and dodging among passers by, looking over his shoulder at me. His behavior seemed crazy and erratic, and I was closing on him. After the strength, speed and agility he had shown the other night, that surprised me. 
 
    He dodged down past the Chemistry Department, headed towards the gardens around Alma Mater, and collided with a guy on a bike and they both went sprawling. I forced an extra turn of speed out of my legs and closed the gap. But he was on his feet again and running frantically toward the art gallery, and Amsterdam Avenue. 
 
    He was maybe forty feet ahead of me and gasping for breath. I smoke, but I run ten miles every day and he didn’t stand a chance. I shouted to him, “Charlie! Stop! Give it up, goddamit! I’m trying to help you!” 
 
    In the distance, I could hear sirens. That’s not unusual in New York and I thought nothing of it. I had gotten within six feet of him and I hurled myself at his legs in a rugby tackle. I wrapped my arms around his knees, squeezed tight, and he went down like timber, smashing his face on the sidewalk. 
 
    I got up on one knee and he rolled on his back, groaning and staring up at the sky with unseeing eyes, wheezing through his mouth. All around, people were standing, staring. I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. 
 
    “Are we done?” 
 
    All he could do was groan and repeat, “Oh, Jesus! Oh, my head…” 
 
    This was wrong. It was very wrong. The sirens were growing louder, down Amsterdam and Broadway. In the distance, I could hear a chopper, then two. I stared down toward the Alma Mater monument and saw two helicopters landing on the south lawn with armed men pouring out of them, running, sprinting toward the John Jay lecture theater. I stared down at Charlie, my mind reeling, uncomprehending. I said, “What the hell have you done?” 
 
    He was trembling, sobbing, “I don’t know. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    I heard screams coming from the direction of the lecture theater. People were running. Cops were streaming into the campus from Amsterdam, Broadway and College Walk, herding people, cordoning the area, talking on radios. 
 
    Then the truth began to dawn on me. His speech patterns had been all wrong the other night and I hadn’t made the connection with the diary. I stared down at him. He was sobbing, staring around him. I shook my head. “You’re not Charlie Vazquez…” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m Joey Lopez. I’m just an actor, dude. They paid me a thousand bucks for the gig. They told me it would be OK. I didn’t know… all I had to do was turn up…” 
 
    I dragged him to his feet and walked back toward the lecture hall, knowing what I was going to find there. Outside the main entrance, among the gardens, canals and fountains, the four hundred attendees had been herded together by Feds in body armor and Secret Service men.  
 
    I shoved Joey toward them. “Go tell the Special Agent in charge everything you know.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    I made my way past the crowd, moving toward where I had left my car. At the cordon of cops, I didn’t break my stride. I showed them my fake FBI badge and just kept walking.  
 
    When I got to the Aston Martin, I climbed in and sat for a moment, staring at the wheel, trying to work out the ramifications, the consequences, what it meant. I reached out to fire up the engine and noticed the Cadillac parked a few cars down. I had seen it before, at Troyes’ place. I pressed the ignition and the big engine rumbled into life. 
 
    Then there was a small huddle of people. Sykes, the two giants, a couple of Feds pressing their ears and talking into mikes. Then Troyes and Fokker, and Lucia, being hurried across the sidewalk toward the Cadillac. The two hulks got into a Jeep in front. Troyes clambered into the Caddy while Sykes got in the driver’s door. Fokker got in after Troyes. Then, as though in slow motion, I saw Lucia turn and look at me. She smiled and winked, then held out her arm and pointed her fingers at me like a gun. I saw her lips form the word, ‘POW’, and she climbed in after Fokker. A Fed in body armor closed the door after her and they took off. 
 
    I was motionless. There was an appalling stillness everywhere, as though all the traffic and the people and the noise were happening in some parallel world. Where I was, there was only a ghastly, deadly stillness. 
 
    A text message arriving on my phone startled me. I picked it up, only half aware of what I was doing, still struggling with the meaning of what had just happened. It was from an unknown number. I opened it and read it. My skin went cold and crawled up the back of my neck and my arms. 
 
    I guess I win this round, Lacklan. You can’t win them all, can you, Bro? 
 
   


 
  

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    I watched the meat wagon arrive and O’Brien’s body wheeled out at a run on the gurney. It was shoved in the back of the van and then they accelerated away, surrounded by motorcycle cops, with an unmarked car in front and behind.  
 
    O’Brien had been the target all along, and I had been chosen as the witness. I had had to watch how they did it, and report back to Marni and Gibbons. O’Brien had been right. My work wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    I called Marni. She answered at the second ring. 
 
    “This is becoming a habit, Lacklan. What’s up? You missing me already?” 
 
    “O’Brien is dead.” 
 
    She was silent for a count of three, then said, “What?” 
 
    “He was just murdered at a conference, at Columbia. He was going to be involved in a debate on testing some protein-based powder that allows alterations to DNA. Alpha-G. He was going to raise concerns about it… Marni, I think Omega are behind this. I think Ben is still alive.” 
 
    “That’s insane, Lacklan. You killed him yourself. You saw him die. We both watched him buried.” 
 
    “Did we?” 
 
    “Lacklan, for God’s sake, don’t become paranoid!” 
 
    I laughed without much humor. “What’s the old joke? ‘You’re not paranoid, Mr. Smith, everybody really is out to get you.’” 
 
    “I’m serious, Lacklan. You’re allowing this to get to you.” 
 
    “I was set up, Marni. I wasn’t framed, I was set up to witness O’Brien’s execution. I was played by Troyes, Fokker and Dr. Salcedo, for no other reason than to show me they could. There is only one person who could have wanted to do that. He wanted me to be here, to discover the experiments, to be present at O’Brien’s death. And just now he sent me this text…” 
 
    I forwarded it to her.  
 
    After a moment, she said, “Jesus… Somebody us playing with your head, Lacklan. Ben is dead. Omega is dead in the U.S. and it is dying here.” 
 
    “How many people know that Ben was my brother? How many know he was Alpha? Look at the name of the powder, for Christ’s sake! Alpha-G!” 
 
    “Not many…” 
 
    “You, me, I assume you told Gibbons, though you shouldn’t have. Who else?” 
 
    “We don’t know who Ben told.” 
 
    I sighed. She had a point. “Whichever way you look at it, Marni, in one form or another, Omega is back. But this time, we know jack about who they are or what their objectives are. We’re fighting Ben’s ghost.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    I didn’t answer for a while. Then I said, “I’m going to kill some people, then I’m going to burn down the emperor’s palace.” 
 
    I was about to hang up but she stopped me. 
 
    “Lacklan.” 
 
    “Don’t try and stop me, Marni.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to. I just wanted to say, I’m with you…” 
 
    I hesitated, then muttered, “Thanks…” and hung up. 
 
    I crossed the George Washington Bridge at almost twice the speed limit. The DB9 has a top speed of 183MPH. Along the Palisades Interstate Parkway, I hit 160 MPH before I had to start braking to take the first exit for Palisade Avenue. All the way, I had the radio on. O’Brien had died instantly. He’d been shot once through the heart and a second time in the head. The killer, an unidentified man in his early twenties, had been shot twelve times by security guards and Secret Service agents. He had died at the scene without speaking. 
 
    I left the car on Booth Road and pulled my kit bag from the trunk. It wasn’t large or cumbersome. In fact, Kenny had concentrated a very useful kit into a small rucksack, which I was able to sling on my back. 
 
    Troyes’ house was encircled by an iron fence which, over the years, had become overgrown with trees that formed an almost impenetrable barrier. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I followed the hedgerow at a steady run along Booth road and then into Lincoln Avenue until I came to a pine tree, not too far from the house, that had broad branches reaching over the road. A short run and a jump had me pulling myself up into the lower branches, and then climbing across over the lawn onto the other side of the iron fence.  
 
    I dropped down and rolled, then got to my feet and walked to the front door, where I rang the bell. It was opened by one of the two sumo twins, who frowned at me just before I plugged two holes through his forehead with the Maxim 9. There were two soft phut! phut! sounds, and an instant later the back of his head erupted. In death he was as in life, immovable. He just stood there frowning. Then his knees folded and he went gently down and lay on the floor. I stepped over him and crossed the white marble hall to the drawing room. I pushed open the door and stepped in. The four of them were there, and they all four gaped simultaneously.  
 
    I didn’t break my stride. I kept walking toward them, where they were sitting and standing around the fireplace. Sykes was the first to react. He reached for his weapon and started to run at me. The two 9 mm rounds collided with his head and stopped it dead before his feet could stop running. They went up in the air and he landed with a whoosh! on the Persian rug. 
 
    I said, “Who’s next? You want to have a go, Fokker? No? How about you, Lucia? What was that last thing you said to me before you climbed in the Caddy? How’d it go?” 
 
    She was sitting in an armchair by the fire with a martini in her hand. She had gone deathly pale. Fokker was on the sofa, half turned to face me. Troyes was standing, as he had been the other night, leaning on the marble fireplace. They were all goggling at me. 
 
    It was Fokker who spoke first. “How did you get in?” 
 
    I shook my head and sighed. I ignored his question and said, “I need you to understand that I am serious.” I shot Fokker through the head and his brains sprayed over Lucia, where she sat just beyond him and to his left. She started screaming hysterically and wiping at her face and dress. I ignored her and turned to Troyes. He was gaping at Fokker and his face was dissolving in tears. He was reaching for him and kept repeating, “No, Wolfgang, no…” 
 
    I said, “Troyes, look at me. Look at me now and listen to me…!” 
 
    His face turned. It was a grotesque mask of grief and unfathomable pain. It wasn’t till that moment that the nature of their relationship dawned on me. And maybe it wasn’t till that moment that Troyes was able to understand the pain that he had caused other people. Or maybe not even then. 
 
    It was the ugly pain twisted across his face, and Lucia’s hysterical screaming, that prevented me from hearing the other sumo enter the room behind me and approach. His attack was simplicity itself. He levered the gun from my fist, then put both his hands around my throat and began to squeeze. Immediately, I couldn’t breathe. I knew I had a few seconds. My heart was pounding and that was using up oxygen at an accelerated rate. He had me at arm’s length, so I couldn’t head-butt him. I tried raking his shins with my boots, but I could barely reach. I dug my nails into his wrists, felt the blood ooze and heard him chuckle. My lungs were beginning to scream and I knew I would soon lose consciousness. If that happened, I would die. 
 
    I let my knees sag. He didn’t ease up, but he shifted to an arm lock around my throat and lowered me into a kneeling position. I could feel my tongue swelling and my eyes beginning to bulge. I leaned forward, pulling his face over my right shoulder. Then, I reached in my pocket. My fingers were frantic. I found my Zippo, pulled it out, and the action was automatic. I flipped the lid and thumbed the flint. The flame caught and I gripped his hand savagely with my left and thrust the flame up where I knew his eye was. I felt his whole body quiver. I smelled the sickly odor of burning flesh. Then he was screaming, standing, pulling away and I was retching, rasping air into my lungs.  
 
    But I knew I had no time. For one, maybe two seconds, I had a tiny advantage. I turned and rushed him, kicked him in the balls and in the knees. Still howling with pain, pawing at his eye, he back-handed me and sent me sprawling across the floor, with my head ringing. I could hear Lucia screaming, “Kill him! Kill him!” 
 
    I looked over at her. The room was spinning. I could see Troyes on his knees weeping and wailing over Fokker’s dead body. I tried to get to my feet, but the lack of oxygen and the massive blow to my head made the room sway and turn and I fell to my knees again.  
 
    Then the sumo was bearing down on me. Four hundred and fifty pounds of muscle and fat, and rage. He had both hands stretched out like claws and his face was a horrific, twisted mask of blackened gore and hatred. He grasped my throat again, and as he did it, I slipped the Fairbairn & Sykes from my boot. I keep it razor sharp and I slid it smoothly over his right wrist, and then back-handed it across his left. The arteries started to spray and as he backed away screaming, I went after him and hammered the blade home in the side of his neck. When I yanked it free, his huge, primal life ebbed away in a couple of seconds, and he died. 
 
    I picked the Maxim up from the floor and pointed it at Lucia. “Like I said, I need you to take me seriously. So, do I have your attention?” 
 
    She stared at me with wide eyes and a sagging mouth. “You’re… you’re a freak!” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’d do well to remember it. Get him to his feet.” 
 
    I jerked my head at Troyes, who was sobbing, “You did not ’ave to kill him. You did not ’ave to do that…” She helped him up and he shook his wet face at me. “What do you want from us?” 
 
    “Your office. Now.” 
 
    I followed them out into the hall. As we passed, he gestured with both hands at the dead sumo in the door and muttered, “Look at this… look…” We crossed the marble floor to another set of  tall, walnut doors, which he opened, and we went in. It was what you’d expect, exquisite replicas of grotesque originals from eighteenth century France. There was a Louis XIV desk and on it there was a computer. I shoved Lucia in a chair where I could see her and told Troyes, “Sit at the desk. Access the login page for the Ceres Network. Try to fuck with me and I will amputate your limbs one by one…” I showed him the Fairbairn & Sykes. “I think you know I’m serious. Do I need to prove it again?” 
 
    He shook his head quickly and said, “Nononono… I will do whatever you say, anything…” He rattled at the keyboard and after a moment, he said, “OK, ’ere it is.” As I approached him, he wiped his face with his hands. “Look, Mr. Walker, I am sure we can reach some accommodation. After all, we are in a position to make more than enough money for all of us.” 
 
    I snarled. “We’ll come to that. First things first. Write down the password to the network.” He swallowed hard and hesitated. I grabbed hold of his ear and placed the blade of the knife against it. He screamed like a woman. I waited for him to stop and said, “I thought you hesitated. Did you hesitate?” 
 
    “No! No…” 
 
    “Write it down on a piece of paper.” He wrote it with trembling hands. I photographed it, and the log in page, and sent them both to Phil Gantrie, with the message Stand by. “Now let me see you punch it in and gain access.” 
 
    He typed in the password and was in. I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him to his feet, then threw him on the sofa. “Stay there.” I waved the gun at Lucia. “You, sit at the computer.” 
 
    She approached and sat. 
 
    “Your network at the university.” 
 
    “Lacklan, don’t do this…” 
 
    “Don’t make the mistake of thinking that because you’re a woman I will hold back. As far as I am concerned, you are not even human, let alone a woman.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and went very pale. She wrote down her password, then went to the sign in page. I photographed both and made her sign in. Then I sent Phil the photographs and messaged him, Go! Release the virus now. 
 
    When the message had gone, I said, “Lucia?” 
 
    She looked up at me. Her eyes were scared, but somehow the fear had not made her more human, it had not given her a key to empathy of compassion. I said, “Was it worth it? All the pain you’ve caused, the death and broken dreams: was it worth it?” 
 
    She gave her head a small shake, her shoulders a little shrug. She didn’t know what I was talking about. 
 
    I said, “Why? Why did you need me to witness this?” 
 
    They didn’t answer. 
 
    “How did you get Charlie to do it?” 
 
    Troyes gave a small cough. “It was zee product of his growing paranoia. It was easy for Lucia to plant zee suggestion that he should call for your ’elp. But when you were ’ere, they stayed in touch. Sexual jealousy, the suggested idea that perhaps you were an enemy, or you were ’ere to protect O’Brien…” 
 
    I shook my head. “Why? Why would he want to hurt O’Brien?” 
 
    He managed a scornful laugh. “With his paranoia, it was not hard to shift his suspicions from Lucia onto O’Brien. We fed him with the information he needed to make zee connections, and very quickly he had decided that it was O’Brien who was responsible for everything. We fed him all the information he needed, his duty to you, his sister, everything. Lucia’s betrayal by sleeping with you was the final trigger for his homicidal passion.” 
 
    “So all along, the only one you were really interested in was Charlie…” 
 
    Lucia said, “No, that’s not right. We were interested in the others, in what we could learn from them, but they could never go full term. They had to die. Charlie was the one we were going to use, though, from the start. That’s why I had him take up Tae Kwon Do, to stimulate his aggression.” 
 
    “I never saw his face.” 
 
    She half smiled. “You only saw the actor.” 
 
    I said, “What about Ben…?” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    She said, “Who is Ben, Lacklan?” 
 
    “What purpose did I serve in all this? Who arranged for me to be here? Why? Why did you suggest to Charlie that he message me? Who told you to do that? And why?” 
 
    They stared at each other, but they didn’t answer. 
 
    I moved over to Lucia and put the gun in her face. “How did you know about Charlie’s sister? How did you know that I had helped Carmen? Who told you to bring me into this?” 
 
    She looked at the gun a moment, then up at my face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Charlie told me about his sister, how you had helped her.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But then, why bring me into it at all?” I pulled out my phone and showed her the message I’d received. “Who sent me this?” 
 
    She swallowed. “I don’t know.” 
 
    I went to Troyes and showed him. “Why was I made a witness to this? Why was I brought here?” 
 
    He curled his lip and there was real hatred in his face. “So that you will realize that you are nothing. That you are just a small pawn on a big, focking chess board. You think you make a difference, but you are nothing! You are nobody! We can play you, Lacklan, any time we want. You are merde! Shit! We own you, just like we own everybody else. You think Alpha is dead? Let me tell you, scoria! Alpha is immortal!” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment, trying to remember the list. “Who are you, Zeta? Eta? Kappa…?” 
 
    “Fuck you, American piece of shit!” 
 
    I turned to Lucia. “Are you Omega?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. I shot her through the temple, and then shot Troyes between the eyes. Even in death—such an ugly death—Lucia was beautiful. I wondered vaguely how such an ugly soul could produce such an exquisite exterior. Troyes looked as absurd in death as he had in life. A clown who was only ever funny when he didn’t intend to be. I wondered briefly if I had been right to kill them, or if I should have left it to society to judge and punish them. 
 
    And then I thought, what society? The society they had bought, manipulated and twisted to allow them to commit the very crimes they were going to be judged for? I didn’t hold that society’s judgment above my own, not by a long chalk. 
 
    I left two pounds of C4 on his desk with a remote detonator in it, and left the way I’d come in, over the hedgerow. As I began a leisurely jog back toward the Aston Martin, I pulled my cell from my pocket and dialed the detonator. Even at that distance, with the hedgerow in between, I felt the blast wave. It felt good. 
 
    When I got to the car, I sent a couple more messages. One was to the editor of the Wall Street Journal. It said: Scoop - computer virus wipes out all Ceres Corporation’s research on controversial Alpha-G powder. Francoise Troyes and Wolfgang Fokker found dead at Englewood mansion.  
 
    The other one was a reply to the message I thought had come from Ben. It said, I guess not. 
 
   


 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    What I should have done was to drive straight back to Weston, to Abi and Primrose and Sean. For some reason, I didn’t. I went back to my apartment, showered for half an hour, and then sat on my terrace, watching the afternoon turn to dusk and evening as I drank my way through half a bottle of Bushmills. Occasionally, I went in and switched on the news. There was chaos and pandemonium. Nobody could make head nor tail of it. Was it organized crime? The Russian Mafia? The Russian government (assuming they were not the same thing), Islamic terrorists or just pharmaceutical espionage gone mad? 
 
    And in the midst of it all, Wall Street was reporting that the Ceres Corporation’s stock value had taken a nose dive following reports that the corporation’s research had been wiped out by a computer virus. 
 
    I raised my glass to the TV, “Here’s to you, Ben, I guess you’re right. You can’t win’em all.” 
 
    Then I thought of Abi and the kids. I had believed Omega was broken, and they were safe. I had been wrong. 
 
    At seven o’clock, I passed out on the sofa, and awoke again at eleven thirty, feeling nauseous, with a mild headache and a crick in my neck. The doorbell was ringing. That didn’t surprise me. I had expected it, but I had expected it earlier. I took my Sig from the sideboard, gave my head a shake and moved to the door. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, but wasn’t sure if it was fear or anticipation. Had he come to kill me at last? How would I feel when I saw him, knowing now that he was my brother? I found I wanted to ask him why he had never told me. 
 
    I took hold of the handle and pulled the door open. 
 
    It wasn’t Ben. It was Marni. She frowned at the pistol, then raised her eyebrows at me. “Is this how you greet all your ex-girlfriends?” 
 
    “What the hell…” I dropped the weapon and decocked it. “Marni. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Yay…” She said in a small voice. “I’m happy to see you too.” 
 
    “Of course I’m happy to see you.” I stepped back to let her in. “I’m just surprised. You were in Oxford this morning…” 
 
    She came in. It dawned on me that she had a suitcase with her. She dropped it and stood looking up into my face. “I was in Washington this morning, actually. I was talking to Cyndi. Lacklan, you look awful. What the hell have you been doing?” 
 
    “It’s been a busy day.” 
 
    “So I gathered. I’ve been watching the news.” She shook her head and narrowed her eyes. “What are you like? Did you have to blow up the house?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. It was only part of the house.” 
 
    She started laughing. I laughed too. 
 
    “What happened to your neck? It’s all black.” 
 
    “A sumo wrestler tried to strangle me.” 
 
    “I guess he’s dead now.” 
 
    I shrugged again and walked into the living room. “A bit.” I fell into a chair. “So how come you’re here?” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    I nodded. “Probably. I’ve been working at it. Numb is good at the moment. They were Omega, Marni. Troyes at least, and I am pretty sure Fokker was too. Probably Omega 2, from Europe.” 
 
    She heaved a big sigh. “We’ll talk about that in the morning.” She pointed at my glass. “Have I much catching up to do?” 
 
    I snorted. “About ten hours, but four of those I was sleeping.” 
 
    She poured herself a whiskey and sat. Her lips were smiling but her eyes were sad. “For a long time I ignored you. I wasn’t there when you were in trouble, when you needed me, but you were always there when I needed you. I’ve done a lot of thinking and I realized that I was wrong to do that. You didn’t deserve the way I treated you. So…” She shrugged. “This is my way of trying to make up for that. As a friend. If I can’t do anything else, at least I can listen to you, hear what you’re saying, get drunk with you sometimes, or whatever is called for…” 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    “I bet you didn’t eat.” 
 
    I nodded. “I did. I ate last night.” 
 
    “So, I am going to cook some scrambled eggs and bacon, and brew some coffee, and then we can talk about Ben, maybe tomorrow, over breakfast, deal…?” 
 
    I nodded and she carried her whiskey into the kitchen. I stretched out on the sofa with a cushion under my head and listened to the sound of her moving around, the clatter of pots and pans, the open and close of the fridge, the clatter of cutlery and the hiss of the tap. They were gentle sounds, kind, homely sounds, safe sounds. I closed my eyes and as I drifted into sleep, I thought that this was the way it was supposed to sound. 
 
   


 
  

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