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Author’s Note

This story is fiction. However, historical referescto
names, events, dates and research studies areataccur
The science used in this book is real. Theorieedas
this science are those of the author ... and nmugtbe

true as well.



Prologue

A sick seventeen-year-old boy lays in his bed umabl
to move. He overhears three men talking to his erath
the next room. The three men are doctors. Theyhigll
mother that her son will be dead by morning. The iso
infuriated. Not that he is going to die but thayame
could tell a mother that her son will be dead by ma.

A few moments later his mother steps into the room
with an expression as serene as she is able, ngas&m
deep despair.

The boy is paralysed with polio and he can barely
speak, but he asks his mother to move his dresser;
push it up against his bed at an angle. She thieks
delirious, but she is keen to comply with her sdas
wishes and sets about moving the dresser. The boy
issues further instructions to move the dressek bad
forth, until he is satisfied. His mother does not
understand why, and he does not tell her.

Finally, he is pleased. By virtue of the mirror the
dresser at its new angle, the boy can see through t
doorway of his bedroom to the west-facing window of
the next room.

This was his desire. To see the sun set one fast ti
Now he could fade with the daylight.

When the sunset comes he sees it across the whole

sky. He doesn’t see the tree or the fence or thidboin

its way. He knows they are there, but he starehet
sunset so intently that his mind blocks everythatse

out.

When the sun has set the boy loses consciousness.

But three days later, contrary to the doctors’
prognosis, he wakes.

For months he lays in his bed, unable to move
anything but his eyeballs. With nothing to do bu#tei
and think. Over these months he gains a unique
understanding of the human mind.

An understanding from which the world would learn.

An understanding by which the world would be
healed.

The boy’s name walslilton H. Erickson (1901-80).



PART ONE
Branded Alive

One
My Moment

Ten years ago | died.

Okay, so | didn't actually die, but as far as thstrof
the world was concerned, | ceased to exist.

And right now | was ceasing to exist in a hot turb,
San Diego, sucking on a strawberry daiquiri. Doesn’
sound so bad, | admit. But there are a lot of thipgu
don’t know right now.

For the last few months | had been staying at this
generic apartment complex — sorry, unique residenti
community. | like these places. They are pleasang
fake kind of way. Everything was just-so: the buntgs
perfectly maintained; the grounds litter-free; the
vegetation neatly manicured and far greener than th
climate would normally permit. It was like livingnian
artist's impression.

Occasionally, | paid a visit to the communal baghin
area, but only at night. During the day it was way
busy with people sitting around looking at the synimg
pool — seemingly content with bathing solely in its
reflection.

Dotted around the pool were a number of hot tubs
nestled under ornamental palm trees, and theseedfte
far more popular method of getting wet. | know tlaeg
massively decadent and a down-right crime agahmest t



environment, but | appeased my quilt by reminding
myself that they are also really warm and bubbly.
Besides, | had bigger guilt issues to deal witimiyn life
right now and this was my one method of escapidm, o
lubricating my ruminations.

As the bubbles jostled across my skin | leaned my
head back and watched the breeze rustle through the
broad leaves above. It reminded me of being aviditgn
| used to imagine the wind as invisible giants hnog
through the tress. That was how | explained it yceif
back then. Explanations were so much easier to cyme
when you could invoke the service of invisible gg&n
and the like.

Unfortunately, this night | had to conjure
explanations without reference to a single mythical
entity. And, moreover, | had to do so in the dotsiEed
hot tub — the others being either out-of-order @upied
by canoodling couples. This presented the very real
danger of interruption by outside parties, and sure
enough my space was duly invaded by a bunch of
drunken twenty-somethings. The male contingent were
trainee pilots at the Navy base down town. Theyewer
o0ozing so much charisma that a slick was begintong
form on the water. The girls of the party — Navy
groupies presumably — lapped up all the macho kiava
with flirtatious giggles. | did my best to be mypsu-
sociable self but suddenly felt strangely insecaiveut
my inability to land a helicopter on a boat.

Eventually, their beers ran dry, and the Navy cadiw
sloped off back to one-or-other’'s apartment to senok
some dope. All but one girl, who returned with lajtay
of the aforementioned strawberry-based cocktall,
apparently drawn to my quirky English accent.
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We chatted for a while about nothing in particidad
it was, well, nice. Simple as that. And if it haelelm any
other day, that might have meant something. It migh
have led somewhere. But today there were a lot more
elements to the equation. And | soon realised & aray
going to balance one way.

| made my excuses to the hot tub girl and climbed o
of the water. She gave an affronted shrug and plbdd
off into the darkness, leaving nothing behind bsetof
evaporating footprints. But that didn’t matter. Skas
never going to register in my world. Not today. tezsl
she was consigned to the long list of fleeting dlipat
littered my personal timeline.

As | stood there, dripping wet and motionless,istar
into the night sky, the words of the news clippird
read earlier that day replayed in my mind.

A forty-two-year-old man was arrested today
in New Meadows, Nevada, in connection
with the death of Pearle Jenkins. The six-
year-old girl died a year ago, reportedly from
a rare viral infection. Police have released
no further information as to what role the
man is alleged to have played in the girl's
death, but the arrest has aroused suspicion
surrounding the circumstances of the
incident ...

This was not something | would have chosen to know
— not anymore. | had already mourned the passing of
Pearle Jenkins once. And although | played no ipart
her death, in some ways the event itself marked the
culmination of all the bad decisions | had madenyn
life. The point when all my mistakes had manifested
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a personal demon that struck a shard of guilt ¢octbre
of my soul.

And that was my moment.

For some people, there will bensoment A moment
that will define their life. A moment that every eaut
before will unconsciously lead toward; and evergrav
thereafter will be moulded by.

That wasmy moment.

It took me to a new dark place in my life. It towle
to the edge of a million-gallon vat of whiskey thatas
all ready to drown myself in.

Only recently had | allowed a glint of light to gee
back in. Only recently had | felt ready to accdy fact
that there was no mystery to obsess about; no asswe
find. | was ready to think about the next step inlife.

But with this news the darkness came flooding back
in like an unstoppable tide. | had no choice. Ildawt
leave this behind — I could never outrun it.

| packed up a few things into my rental Pontiac and
started the six-hour drive to New Meadows.

Two
Forge Ahead

A man stood at the corner of the street, one flaot f
against the wall behind him. His skin was pale tirel
and was framed by a shock of unkempt hair. He tmgk
a cigarette and a rip-off Zippo lighter, and broutitem
together in a motion long-since committed to muscle
memory.

And then he waited.

For a client.

Or a killer.

He was one of the nameless, faceless thousands who
felt there was no other route than this one, higseh
career path; though the statistics did not makeafor
inviting set of Terms & Conditions. Over the neguf
years he could expect to be arrested seven timésy s
three serious non-fatal injuries and stand a orfetin
chance of being killed.

For all this he would earn less than the minimum
wage, spend most of his days in the stairwell of a
condemned building, and continue living with hisrmu
on the sixteenth floor of a community housing pcoje
high-rise. Such were the attributes of his glittgri
occupation.

He was a rank-and-file dealer at the bottom of g ve
large pyramid. He wasn’t even a proper member of a
gang yet. He just paid his dues for protection trel



right to sell on their turf. There was none of gi@mour
others associated with his trade. Only hard labbigh
risk and poverty.

So why did he do it? Why does anyone do it?

Dreams.

He knew how the guys at the top lived. These were
the men who engendered respect and wielded poleer; t
ones with the girls and the cars and the diamonds.

Looking up at these superstars of the underworld
made many youths understandably star-struck. They
were lured like the children of Hamelin.

These stars were where the dealer’'s sights were set
Pretty soon he hoped to earn a place as a fooesaid
the gang, where he would still earn next-to-nothimgt
crucially he would no longer be at the bottom ofeay
large pyramid; he would bene step up... from the
bottom of a very large pyramid. And that was what i
was all about, climbing the ladder.

It was no different than the young woman who
abandons her career and moves to Hollywood to avait
tables; doing the photo-shoots and bit-part auustio
holding out for her big break in the movies. Tharmtes
of making it were tiny, the risks were huge, bué th
incentives were astronomical.

And we all operate by incentives.

A man approached the dealer on the street. A new
man; one the dealer didn’t recognise.

‘S'up?’ the stranger said with an upward nod of the
head. ‘Yo holdin’ any threads?’

‘Aff. What tags yo chasin’?’

‘Blood ticket?’

‘Firm. Holdin’ blues-uncut n tees-white. Intro?’
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‘Aff. Hit me wit’ a midi-tee, stat.’

Brand-slang was what they called it. No-one was
fluent. That was the point. It was a language tfat
could never pin down. It morphed over time; never
persisting long enough for anyone to really knowfat
meaning to ever stick. That was just one necegsity
avoiding the law.

The dealer pulled out the requested item and handed
it over.

‘How green?’

‘Two Jacks’, ma’’

As the money was changing hands neither of them
noticed the black Mercedes roll up across the tsteee
tinted window gliding down silently. The first shaent
through the dealer’s upper arm, the second thrdugh
chest. Then the car was gone.

The client had been thrown to the floor uninjurige.
acted quickly, pouncing to the aid of the victim fzes
punched nine-one-one into his phone. He knew that a
the first sound of sirens he would have to make his
move. He couldn’t afford to be seen here.

Blood bubbled up through the client's fingers
relentlessly as he pressed his hands down on dierde
chest wound. Then he noticed that blood was pumping
out of his back too — the hole went straight thifoug

As the crimson pool he knelt in grew larger,
Detective Conner Alvisa glanced at the holdall dyin
beside him, its red-splattered contents now wasthle

What a frustratingly crazy world, he thought, teat
much blood should be spilt over this...

Over a bag of t-shirts and jeans.
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The ‘rug trade’ was the term coined by the media to
describe the trade in fake branded textiles. Then® no
rugs of course, mainly shirts and jeans and abk the
term had a nice familiar ring to it which sat ngati the
front-page headlines.

The story of the rug trade began over a decadedefo
in New Zealand with a seemingly unrelated incidént.
musician and recreational drug user was enjoying
himself at a house-party when he was unfortunate
enough to witness the horrific and public suicideao
friend high on meth. The musician had already trst
family member to drugs and this episode finally mad
him determined to kick his own habit for good. He
began to experiment with legal alternatives, aneéven
sought out a professor of neuropharmacology tor tuto
him and aid in his search. Eventually, from papers
published in the States, he identified a compouaiidd
benzylpiperazine, or BZP. It acted like
methamphetamine but was non-addictive and carmed a
extremely low risk of overdose or death. What was
more, it was a legal substance in most countriéee T
musician went on to set up a multi-million dollar
company selling legal highs.

This development was what turned the tide against
illegal street drugs across the world. And it wagast
BZP; there was a massive selection of psychoactive
substances designed to mimic the effect of prettghm
every illegal drug on the street. Stimulants, asat
hallucinogens — whatever your taste you could duy i
online; you could even buy some at the groceryestor

All this meant that over time the bottom fell oditloe
illegal drug market and suddenly there were a fot o
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underworld dealers with nothing much to deal.

The attention of some wily dealers turned from whit
powder to white cotton, from Brazil to China. They
realised that if you could manufacture an item #or
dollar in China which had a street value of fifty the
West, then there was some serious money to be rtade.
was all about stitching in the right label.

The counterfeit goods market had been around as
long as there had been goods to counterfeit, bsitaih
happened at a time when intellectual property sight
were big news. Record labels and movie companies
were losing millions to illegal downloads and fakscs
and they were putting massive pressure on world
governments to do something about it. And the
governments responded. Suddenly, protecting thigpro
of multinational corporations seemed to become the
number one priority for the law.

So these two events collided. The counterfeit tashi
industry gained the regimented structure and finepo
of former drugs gangs; and the law enforcers gaeed
huge resource boost and impetus to shut the industr
down. The result, predictably, was a mess. A bloody
mess. And it got no messier than on the streetdeof
Meadows.

It was early evening when Conner Alvisa got back to
the station. Only a few people milled about thegéar
open-plan office. He was pleased to see Mila stither
desk. He knew that when someone died all over ifou,
was good to have someone to bitch to about it. Mila
swivelled her chair to face Conner as if she’d been
awaiting his return.

14



‘How’d it go with your new guy?’ she asked.

Conner held up his blood-stained cuffs.

‘Oh no. Please tell me he has some left,” she said,
regarding the blood.

‘Not a lot. And it's not very warm now.’

‘Oh god, I'm sorry.” She hesitated for a moment.
‘Kind of makes this harder to tell you then.’

‘What?’

She hesitated even longer. ‘Maybe sit down first.’

‘Thatbad?’ Conner slumped himself at his desk. ‘Go
on, shoot. Make my day.’

‘Bighy’s been arrested.’

‘What?!" Conner immediately stood up again and
moved over to Mila’s screen displaying the arregbort.

‘Murder?’ he exclaimed with genuine confusion and
leaned in to read the detail. ‘Six-year-old gietve
months ago? What the f— He held himself back from
barking any profane rhetoric at Mila. ‘Is he in® asked
instead and marched off without awaiting a response

‘Don’t...I" Mila called after him hopelessly.

Conner was heading for the office of Chief of
Detectives, William McCarthy. When he got there he
burst in unannounced.

‘How could you let them arrest Bighy?’

McCarthy stood up to defend himself.

‘Let them? It was a federal thing. | didn’t even know
about it till it was too late. Hell, I still don’know
anything.’

‘But, Jesus, we’'ve been tracking this guy for eight
months.’

‘Well, you don’'t need to anymore. He's banged up.’

‘Yeah, for the wrong crime. We had a chance to pull
a whole network down here.’
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‘I know; | know. What can | do? My hands are tied.’
‘Well, they might just as well be nailed to yourséte
Conner fired as his parting shot. He stormed out an

whistled past Mila who was standing outside.

‘That wasn't fair, Conner,’ she said in pursuit.

‘Well ... life isn’'t.’

Bigby wasn't a dealer. He was a supplier. Or, aste
he was a go-between, a runner. It took six months o
investigation just to find out his real name — nijpavas
stupid enough to use their own name in this ganes. H
was called Jackson Burch, hence his dealer namgbyBI
— ‘Big B'.

The investigation hadn’t uncovered enough solid
evidence to pin anything on Bigby. But then, theyntt
want to arrest him anyway. He connected people. He
was far more useful outside, doing his job. He ddake
them higher.

‘Where do we go from here?’ Mila asked.

Conner had calmed a little.

‘Home,” he said with a resigned nod, and walked
away.

Home would be dark and empty. It was always
empty, but all the more so on days when you had see
someone die; when you had let someone’s life bubble
through your fingers. It was a stark reminder tyaar
own life was bubbling away too, just at a slowetea

Conner knew he would be making a detour on the
way back home that day.

He found Crystal Seth skulking behind a cheap hotel
one of his favourite skulking spots. The two meiefbyr
exchanged pseudo-pleasantries, before Conner handed
over some cash in exchange for three grams of rkrato
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extract. Kratom is harvested from the leaves ofea t
native to south-east Asia, and offers an energisimg
euphoric effect similar to opiates. You can buytdma
products in any of the specialist shops in the .aBed
some people are not so keen to be seen buying,drugs
legal or otherwise — in the same way that some Ipeop
are not so keen to be spotted visiting a sex shsuch
there is a small niche market of street tradinglléighs.

Plus, rumour had it that Crystal Seth pepped up his
wares a little. Conner wasn’'t sure exactly whatstaly
Seth did to his products but the effect was realugh,
and he knew it could only bglightly illegal. Certainly
nothing compared to selling fake Levis on the s$iree
Conner had been governed by the force for so lbag t
he failed to see the irony in this sentiment.

What Conner also failed to see was that the gear he
bought from Crystal Seth was identical to what beld
have bought from a store around the corner at emae
reasonable price. The extra kick was purely placebo
false high created by the thrill of obtaining drdgsm a
dodgy guy in a back alley; rendered even more pdign
the fact that Conner was a cop.

After a muggy walk home Conner stepped into his
apartment and checked the fridge. There was nothing
it that constituted food but there was three-quarté a
pint of milk, two days out-of-date. He unscrewed lia
and sniffed at the neck. Concluding that it wouldall
him, he poured it into a glass and added the thrams
of recently purchased powder and two spoons ofyhone
before whisking it briskly with a fork.

In the lounge he placed the glass on the coffele tab
and moved over to the mantelpiece, boasting two
photographs in matching aluminium frames. It woiildn
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take a detective to determine that this was th&aba
woman’s touch. But the layer of dust upon them
revealed that the touch had not alighted here foteq
some time. Fittingly, therefore, one of the picturgas

of his wife and their son. It was taken when his s@s
about four, when he still had fair hair. That wasat a
year before they — wedhe— walked out on him. Conner
gets to see his son every other week now, for the
weekend. He gets to see his wife every other week t
for the passing of their timeshare progeny acroes t
threshold and back.

The other picture on the mantelpiece was of his
parents. He didn’'t see them as much as he shahler ei
He always felt a pang of guilt when he thought albos
parents, though he wasn't sure why exactly. It assf
he hadn’'t yet made enough of his life to justifye th
sacrifices they made to have him. Or somethingthiee.

What he did know was that all of the people staahg
him should be a larger part of his life than thegrey
and that one day he might get around to doing dunget
about that.

He ran a finger down the face of his wife and sdhile
at her. Then he turned both pictures face dowmetlr
away four pairs of disapproving eyes so they cowd
longer scrutinise him.

Slumped in the sofa he held the glass of milky-
cocktail for a moment. Milk seemed such an innocent
drink to be taking drugs with, albeit legal onessfelt
oxymoronic, but he didn’t let it trouble him foradong.

He necked the drink, laid back and let euphoriahwas
away another day.
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Three
Bailing Out

| had come to New Meadows to meet an alleged
murderer. There are a lot of people in New Meadows
who might make you contemplate murder — if onlyam
idle musing fashion. Though it is not the kind ¢dqe |
would wish to vacation in for the sake of idle nmggiln
fact, not even if my life, wealth or sexual health
depended upon it. The beautiful rolling fields presa
by such a pretty place name are realised only ly th
endless green baize of gaming tables that strestéaras
the eye can see. Smoking is still legal here sfaraas-
the-eye-can-see is about fourteen feet, because as
smoking enclaves around the globe get fewer and
smaller, so the smoke gets denser and denser.

New Meadows is a border town that started life as a
filling station in 1924. Now it's a gambling havelt's
fair to say that for all the things New Meadows is,
meadowy it is not. To the best of my knowledge, the
town has never nurtured the existence of a sinigldeb
of grass, rabid rodent or, in fact, any organismi no
sufficiently evolved to comprehend the rules ofpsra-
and then lose their money playing it. Coincidetall
have never evolved sufficiently to comprehend thles
of craps, which may have something to do with me
being English. But, then, by the time | arrivedNew

Meadows it was the small hours of the morning doed t
only thing I felt sufficiently evolved to do wasesp.

As it turned out, | couldn’t even do that very well
and | awoke the next morning to a fuzzy head. For a
while | attempted to hide from the day and all that
represented, but the day was on top form and foned
almost immediately, cowering under a hotel duvet. |
peeled open my eyes and tilted my head toward the
clock on the bedside table. The clock was partially
obscured by the photo | had propped against iniblet
before. | reached out for it and stared into iteonwore.

A habit I'd almost shaken until the previous day.

The picture was of a young girl on a sunny day —
Pearle. A bob of fair hair bounced beside her tau# a
mischievous smile played on her lips. | drifted gv@a
better time; an imaginary time. I'd never met tind dput
at that moment | was with her. Her smile infectigus
spread to my own face and | was at peace. Jusa for
moment.

The ability to enter altered states of consciousinesa
powerful ability of the human mind. One that is ywer
much under-utilised. Few people realise that ouly da
lives are littered with experiences of alteredestat you
don’t need to be hypnotised or intoxicated. If yoave
ever arrived at work with no recollection of theijpoey
in, then you experienced an altered state — a kind
‘autopilot’ altered state. Or if you've walked oat a
cinema after watching a superhero movie and felt
invincible then this too was an altered state — a
superdelusion state maybe.

My altered state was more meditative; pondering the
questions surrounding Pearle’s short life, for what
seemed like the millionth time.
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Since | first learned of her existence in this worl

Since her exit from it.

It was her mother who told me. The memory was still
crisp in my mind. Still raw.

| remember standing at the entrance to the hospital
ward, people scuffing past me clutching bunches of
flowers and bowls of fruit and selections of magasi |
hadn’t brought anything. What do you bring a woman
you abandoned almost a decade before? I'm notaure
bunch of grapes and a copy of Cosmo really makes up
for much.

Most people associate hospitals with some bad
experience in their past. a childhood injury, adedly
relative passing away. | was no exception.

The time that passed as | dallied at the doorway wa
time | could ill afford. | knew | could not spendat long
there. So | put procrastination to one side anchsebn
the journey to her bed, back to her side. Realibuld
insist that the ward was full of people, but to there
was no one else. There was just me and her, and the
distance between us, which was less now than it had
been for a long, long time. Every footstep echodith w
meaning, as clearly as if | were tap-dancing iraeawnt
cathedral.

Then the dancing stopped.

There she was. | could picture my face at that
moment, an ambiguous mix of emotions. Despite the
circumstances | couldn’t suppress a brief moment of
undiluted excitement at seeing her again. Excitémen
which soon faded.

‘Aaron?’ she said in the faintest of whispers. The
lump in my throat was so thick all | could do waxiras
| took her hand. And then she delivered those wirds
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had hounded me ever since.

‘She had your eyes, Aaron,” she whispered as her
own eyes gently closed. The last words shared with
grieving mother ... with the only person who eveally
understood me.

She was talking about Pearle, her daughter, who had
died from a rare viral infection three days befdtavas
such an unusual condition that it had made the
newspapers. Only in a minor bottom-of-page-fifteen
kind of way, but that was enough to trigger thetaleat
brought me here.

The infection that took Pearle was claiming her
mother’s life force too as | stood beside her, mgn
those words over in my min&he had your eyePearle
was not my daughter, so what kind of sense dichkefl

Most people would not have paid such heed to these
words. She was slipping in and out of consciousma¢ss
the time, prone to what doctors call confabulatitihre
filing of gaps in one’s memory with fabrications
believed to be fact. | know all about this. But)l,hé
there was one thing | knew more about, it Wmag the
woman lying before me.

| had been out of her life for a long time, butttday,
she saw me, and | mean d&vme, sheecognisedne.
And those words were no idle ramblings of an ilhchi
They weren'’t entirely lucid, but with every fibré ber
body she felt that they represented the single most
important fact | needed to know.

| didn’t know why, and in the months that followed
tried to come to terms with the fact that | neveyuld
know why; that | never would make amends for lettin
her down so badly.

As her eyes closed there was the hint of a proulgsm
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about them.

| could not smile.

| could only cry.

From that moment on | carried an unwavering belief
that Pearle was the answer to a lot of things madany
life was concerned — maybe everything. | had little
evidence to support this hypothesis, but then h'did
really know what the questions were.

Pearle was my very own forty-two.

On occasion | worried that it was just my need for
something to cling to, something to obsess about. |
couldn’t deny that | needed such a thing, sinced keft
behind all the substance of my life.

| don't get to interact with the world much thesseysl,
not on a personal level. I'm what you might calbe-
key kind of guy. By low-key | mean that my parents
don’'t even know | exist anymore. Funny how life goe
full circle in some ways. As a kid | was pretty nlgood
at hide-and-seek. Today hide-and-seek was my day jo
Mainly hide.

The reason for me hiding was nothing clichéd like
there being people wanting to kill me. This maydie
true but it was just a footnote in my story. Theirma
reason was that | am, well, kind of special; | haggain
abilities. And there were some people — powerfaipbe
— to whom | would be very useful. There was a time
when | thought helping these people was the riginigt
to do, but then | changed my mind. That's whend tta
bail out; to run away. That was a long time ago now

At first you feel guilt at severing yourself from
everyone you know, at absolving your responsibsiti
Then after a while you actually start to believel yion't
exist anymore. You walk the streets like an invesib
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man, with an unparalleled sense of liberations Itjuite
exhilarating for a while.

But the exhilaration soon transitions to isolati@m;
isolation beyond which can never be imagined. Most
people suffer loneliness at some point in theie. lif
Anyone unlucky enough to be devoid of family or
friends for a time. But to also have no enemies, no
neighbours, no colleagues, no postman; to have no
consistent figures in your life at all; is a teynifg
experience. The meaning begins to ebb away from you
world. People become nothing but automaton to you.
That is a very dangerous place to be. When people
become objects ... the world turns bad.

| didn’'t want the world to turn bad. Not if | could
help it. So in many ways | felt | was clinging teetlast
shreds of sanity via the girl in that photo, beeawhen
looking at her | actually felt something inside -high
was a rare experience for me these days. Or méagbe t
wasn't it. Maybe | just needed a stable figure w life;
and one thing you couldn’t deny about Pearle was th
she was very stable. She was six years old when the
picture was taken — and she always will be now.

| shook myself from my reverie; | had a job to dlo.
needed to see a man in a prison. The man arrested i
connection with Pearle’s death. This was not as
straightforward as it should be. Nothing evemisrhe.

I’'m something of an expert at laying low. | could
write a book about it — though promotion may prove
problematic. Specifically, | can impart that one
particularly bad way of laying low is to walk intocity
jail and visit a murderer; what with all the polmwen,
cameras, form-filling and so forth. So there waallye
only one alternative, and it was potentially a eath
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expensive one.

| pulled on some clothes, and grabbed the briefcase
full of cash | always had handy for just such otwas

| headed into town and then slipped off the main
Strip. One block makes a big difference in New
Meadows. Sneak behind its glitzy fagcade and yod fin
the true depth and hue of its foundation. Ugly ager
units, grimy offices, low-grade accommodation fbe t
underpaid workers. It was virtually a different \ebr
This was the real New Meadows. The rest was just a
front. A crocodile smile.

As unwelcoming as it was, this was just the amlaenc
| was seeking. | was heading for a bail-bondsmahlan
needed a distinctly back-street kind of outfit. faqe
that wouldn’'t ask too many questions. | also neeed
be face-to-face. Calling 1800-GET-ME-OUT would not
suffice.

The door tinkled as | walked in.

‘Can | help you?’ The question originated from a
pale-looking man sitting behind a dishevelled desé&.
seemed somewhat surprised at receiving any custom i
person. The décor seemed quite surprised too.ctnifa
seemed to have popped out for lunch. The ceiling wa
short of its full compliment of tiles, and most thiose
that remained bore the familiar brown stain of akie
air-con unit. Loose cables trailed across the flmemeath
furniture that was mostly fashioned from bare cbaoil.

A real classy joint.

‘I'd like to post bail,” | stated succinctly.

There was a name plate on the man’s desk. It wasn’t
a shiny brass affair. More of a grubby plastic dged
magnet, propped up against a pot of pencils. Al guc
served the double purpose of clearly stating threenaf
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its owner — one Kent Bradshaw — and of equallyrttea
stating that he was a loser. He was not a bad ian,
could tell that; with a less than savoury employerst
likely. In this respect | felt a twang of sympatioy him,
and at some level felt bad about what | was abwdit
But sometimes we have to do things that make us fee
bad. Sometimes there is a greater need.

‘Do take a seat,” Kent urged.

| didn't take a seat. | just gave him the particsilaf
my desired inmate, a man named Jackson Burch. The
clerk tapped the details into the terminal in frohtim,
peering intently at the screen, flashing the occedi
look of apparent confusion. Clerks in such mundane
roles often strive to convey the impression thatehs
something extremely complex and unusual about
entering the same half-dozen pieces of informattay
enter a hundred times a day. You can experience thi
phenomenon when checking in for a flight. Despite t
fact that the airline already has all of your detand has
been expecting your arrival for the three weeksesiyou
booked the ticket, the check-in clerk still appeatterly
confused at your arrival and indeed your very exisé
in this world. It's a power thing — that is, trying
pretend they have some. Fortunately, at the end of
Kent's taxing ordeal he still found the energy peak.

‘The balil is five-hundred thousand dollars. Our e
ten per cent, payable in advance. How would yoe tik
settle?’

| placed the briefcase | was carrying on the desk
without saying a word.

‘Okay,” he said, with a slight incredulous inflesnti
‘And what will you be using as collateral againke t
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balance?’

| pushed the briefcase forward six inches in a
confident motion, and offered a dry smile.

Kent looked at me quizzically. ‘You have half-a-
million dollars in cash? ... In a briefcase? ...dAyou
wish to use a bail bondsman?’ he over-punctuated.

‘Yes. | have five-hundred thousand dollars ... In a
briefcase ... In one-hundred dollar bills ... Ardilike to
use a bail bondsman,’ | said with subtle mimictg.that
a problem?’

‘N-No,” the clerk stuttered. ‘But you do know you
can just go right up to the court with this monggah?’

The guy tilted his head. | tilted mine.

‘And you know that some people place a very high
price on anonymity. Right?’ | leaned in a littlé.tfust
you can respect that?’

By this point Kent would be thinking | was a mafia
gangster wanting to knock off a witness, or someone
with a similarly socially-unacceptable hobby. | was
confident he’d be aware that compliance was a dgjtsd
preserving tactic when dealing with such people.

Kent busied himself again at the keyboard with kead
of sweat beginning to bristle on his forehead.

‘How long will it take?’ | enquired.

‘Well, we’'ll have to count the money, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘But assuming there is no problem, the bail will be
wired straight from our account; and he should be o
within three or four hours.’

‘Excellent. I'll wait.” Finally, | took a seat. Thguy
was getting steadily more nervous. | can havedfiect
on people. When | want to.

A couple of hours later | got the nod from Kent.
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‘Everything’s in order. The bail's been posted, he
announced with what looked akin to bladder-evaogati
relief.

‘Great,’” | responded with an outstandingly cheerful
smile which confused the hell out of the poor guy.

When it came to explaining to his boss why he’d
mistaken a case of one-dollar bills for half-a-ol
bucks he’d be left with very few answers.

What can | say? I'm a very persuasive guy.
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Four

Once Beaten

Conner was at his desk early. He always was.
Detective work was the kind of work that followeduy
home; the kind of work that woke you up early i th
morning to a mild state of anxiety. It was an
occupational hazard and Conner accepted that.

He'd been attempting to tease meaning from the
reports in front of him since 6.30am, but they were
proving resistant to his best teasing tactics. Swrw
Mila arrived she was a welcome distraction, espigcia
as she was escorting fresh bagels and coffee.

‘Bagels?’ Conner enquired. ‘On a Thursday?’ Friday,
of course, was traditional bagel day.

‘| thought that having breakfastice this week might
be good for you.’

‘Hey, | have breakfast.’

‘Yeah, not quite as many calories in a cigarettgas
might think.” She plucked the bready contents fram
brown paper bag. ‘Cinnamon-and-Raisin or — she
peered at the second ‘— Shit-Loads-of-Seeds?’

Conner jabbed a key on his keyboard. ‘Given that I
already suffering a poppy-seed related F-key
malfunction, | shall opt for the former, if thatskay.
Thanks.’

Mila took a seat at her desk. ‘What've you got &rer

she enquired, nodding at the report in front of @on

Conner turned to her pensively. ‘It's the ballistic
report from the other day’s shooting.’

‘Something interesting?’

‘| think so.” He thumbed through a couple of leaves
of pre-amble to the last page of the report andiédnt
to Mila. ‘According to this, the same gun that édl our
dealer friend was used in another gang murder last
week.’

‘So?’

‘So, that victim was on thetherside.’

There are only two gangs in New Meadows worth
worrying about. The first, Scrips, is a gang ohparily
African-American members, which originally formed i
Southern California as a splinter from the infambiés
gang, Crips. The gang grew and spread quickly. iwith
a few years of forming dozens of sets popped up in
Southern California and eventually in the majoiesitof
Nevada. In New Meadows, Scrips control the streats
the North side of the Strip. The South side of$trp is
owned by the only other gang worth worrying abaout i
New Meadows: the notorious Hispanic street gang,
Sanguins.

Tensions between the gangs are constantly high, and
gang-related killings in the city are not uncommadsut
over recent weeks there had been a conspicuousneap
attacks and the newspapers had been quick to rigrk t
as the beginnings of turf war.

Mila assessed the facts offered to her by Cori8er.
what's troubling you?' she asked referring to tiae t
killings. She was experienced enough to know that
members of opposing gangs being killed by the same
gun was not such an unlikely scenario. Assaults and
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killings within a gang were commonplace as a shéw o
power and punishment when a member breaks the rules

Also, competition between members of the same
gang is very high. They are all vying for power and
promotion. The kind of member that might pop off a
member of a rival gang to earn some kudos, mayajsist
likely kill a rival member of his own gang to renethe
competition.

‘What's troubling me,” Conner responded, ‘is that
neither of the killings seemed like an inside jBloth of
them were drive-bys for a start.’

‘OK. Well maybe the guy who did the shooting last
week was sensible enough to dump the weapon back on
the black market and it ended up in the hands ef th
other side.’

Conner shook his head. ‘Firepower is an important
and expensive commodity. If guns do move around it
would be within the gang. Besides, it would be et
coincidence that the gun happened to be used the
following week in a similar shooting.’

‘Similar?’

‘Yeah. The MO for the two crimes is virtually
identical: fairly covert drive-by shooting; singidooter;
single target. And, in fact, it's this MO that'otibling
me the most.’

‘Go on’

‘Drive-bys are about making a statement to a rival
gang. Killing anyone is almost secondary. It's about
making a scene. Shed-load of shooters; lots of $gang
lots of screeching of tyres; and lots of peopledyon
the floor afterwards, perforated or otherwise. Wheder
| witnessed was too slick, too clinical. The fawattI'm
sitting here now, covered in bagel crumbs, is testa#
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to that.” He paused to brush some crumbs off lps‘la
fact, if | didn’t know better, | would say it wasery
much like a hit job.’

‘A hit? But these were nobody bottom-of-the-pilg ru
dealers. Who'’s gonna pay to get them whacked?’

‘I dunno.” Conner releases a big sigh as he tuons t
gaze out of the window. ‘Maybe the newspapers are
having a slow time.’

‘Yeah, or the city undertakers.’

‘Ha, a hitman undertaker.” Conner smiled. ‘| likeat.
That kind of makes sense.’

‘Maybe in professional wrestling.’

‘Well, New Meadows is just about as fake.’

“True.’

After another frustrating morning of exploring dead
end avenues, Conner spotted the familiar cocky @fait
an assistant DA striding down the corridor outside
office. Dickens was his name and he might justesgnt
Conner’s last hope of gleaning some informationuabo
the Bigby arrest. Conner surged into the corriddthw
last-hope powered momentum.

‘Hey, Dickie,” he called after the imposing figure.
Dickens turned around. He was four inches tallanth
Conner and about twenty pounds lighter. And his
Thursday-suit was an order of magnitude more
expensive than Conner’s best suit would be whegadhe

around to owning one.

‘Mr. Alvisa. Haven't seen you move this fast for a
while. Mustbe important.’

‘Always keen to see you, that’s all,” Conner saithw
a wink as he motioned Dickens to one side of the
corridor.
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Cops and DAs share a special kind of relationship.
No respect is present on either side of the equdtid
both are acutely aware of how much they depend on
each other. The status quo is maintained with theth
floating around in an atmosphere of mutual cooperat
loathing.

‘What do you know about the Jackson Burch arrest?’
Conner asked in a hushed voice.

‘Why? You interested in him?’

‘No, just wanted to pester you.’

‘You are excelling.’

‘Thanks.” Conner flashed a ironic grin. ‘So?’

‘So, | know two things about the Burch hearing and
that's all. One, | won't be the prosecuting attgrne
because they’re bringing in a federal prosecutomfr
DC.

‘Figures.’” That was expected but still a blow. kant
that the chances of blagging a look at the casesrjast
dropped from unlikely to non-existent. ‘And the ged
thing?’

‘That around —' he glanced at his watch ‘- two tsour
ago ... Jackson Burch was bailed out onto thetstree

‘What? You're kidding?” Conner hadn’'t even
considered this as a possibility. “You got the d&?a

‘Of course,” Dickens said with an overplayed twang
of sarcasm. ‘I actively memorize all details of twart’s
proceedings just in case | can be of service to’you

‘Thanks. Appreciate it.’

Conner walked away to go look up the information he
needed himself. A few moments later he was batisat
desk studying the details of Bigby’'s bailer andl-bai
bondsman. A few minutes after that he concluded tha
whoever the bailer was he had used fake ID. No
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surprises there, which left only one course ofaactHe
stood up purposefully, grabbing essentials frondiesk.

I'm off to visit a back-street bail-bondsman,” he
announced to Mila. “You coming?’

Mila was engrossed in something at her desk such
that the words did not even register.

‘Mila?’

She looked up this time. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘Back-street bail-bondsman questioning. Fancy it?

‘Oh, umm, inviting offer, but I'll pass. Got some .
stuff to sort out here.’

‘Okay.’

On his way out, Conner was pulled to one side by
McCarthy.

‘Listen,’ the chief said, ‘don’t go sniffing arourttie
Bigby arrest. | don’t think it would be good for yo
health.’

‘Why? What do you know?’

‘Nothing, other than I've had federal heavies on my
case giving me the same warning. | believe thenu Yo
should too. They don’t want us messing aroundis’th

‘Sure.’

Conner nodded slowly and walked out. He didn’t
want to commit further because that would meanreeith
lying or disobeying. The truth was that he was too
personally invested in Bigby to drop out now, bet h
was damned if he was going to investigate on hia ow
time. Cops in the movies may do their best worklsthi
suspended but he was rather fond of the pay cheque.

Conner tried his best not to curse his bad fortune
regarding the Bigby release. He knew that suchgthin
just came with the territory of undercover invesatign.
With sensitive operations you can’t go around simgut
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about them. You can'’t put little Post-It notes @ople’s
desks — like in City Hall — saying ‘If you know ahyng
about this man please give Detective Alvisa a oall
555-". Hence, things can happen outside one’s spbfer
knowledge. Like this.

In an ideal world Conner would have tailed Bigby
from when the guy had been released. But Connerawas
few hours behind the curve for that to be an optsm
his only next shot was trying to figure out wholédi
Bigby out. Presumably, bailer and bailee would be
meeting up at some point and that would lead hiok ba
to Bigby.

As he walked along the street, he mulled over the
scenario. The federal heavies come waltzing ireshra
guy with some cock-and-bull murder story; slap gagg
orders left, right and centre like its some issue o
national security; and then? Then they grant thebagl.

Bail is virtually unheard of in murder cases and thias
clearly no ordinary murder case. When did everghin
stop making sense?

When Conner arrived at the bail-bondsman’s
establishment he found the front office empty. He
stepped in and looked around the shabby room. On a
desk there was a computer screen showing a half-
completed game of solitaire. Then he heard distased
voices from the back of the building. He un-holstehis
gun and made his way quickly but cautiously down a
dimly lit corridor. At the end was a closed offideor.
The din of voices was louder but he could makenmut
figures through the obfuscated glass in the doc. H
placed one hand on the handle and held his gun in
readiness. Slowly he turned the handle and helar ia
moment to wait for a reaction. There was none. In a
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swift motion he swung the door away from himselfl an
brought both hands to his gun. The room was enipty.
was a boardroom of some kind with an oval deske t
centre. On the desk was an open briefcase witks pile

dollar bills spewing from it, some of them onto floeor.

The raucous voices had now evolved into the
unmistakeable sounds of a man being repeatedly
punched. Adjoining the office was a small kitcheraa
leading to the back yard. That was where the bgatin
was taking place. Conner judged that only two peopl
were involved and started to move quickly. By timeet
he was outside the larger and uglier of the two mwas
wielding a metal bar.

‘Police!” Conner screamed. ‘Drop it. Now!

The bar-wielder stood motionless for a while,
assessing the situation, slowly arriving at the
inevitability of each of the possible outcomes.
Eventually, he dropped his arm to his side, and the
bar to the floor. Whilst the big man was growing
accustomed to the new balance of power, Connexd:all
in for uniformed back-up and a paramedic. As hestdid
the guy on the floor spoke up weakly.

‘No,’ he rasped, ‘I don’'t want to press charges.’

‘I don’t care,” Conner replied. He quickly assessed
the man’s physical condition. ‘You need medical
attention. And this guy needs to calm down. Sdjeeit
way, both of you are getting some flashy-light @cti
Now, anyone care to tell me what the hell’'s going o
here?’

Silence.

Silent submissive cowering from one; silent segthin
anger from the other.

‘I'm not very happy about this, I'll have you kndw,
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Conner pointed out to break the silence. ‘I'm not
supposed to be here. | only came for a quiet Igtat
and now I'm going to have to file a bloody repdobat

it.” The two remained motionless. ‘Well, this iscei
Whilst we're sharing, you might like to know that I
came here to ask about a man called Jackson Burch.’

The angry guy’s seething erupted vocally. ‘Thabidi
-~ pointing to the man on the floor ‘— lost me Ralf
million bucks over him.’

‘What do you mean?’

The man quickly regained control and composure.
‘I'm not saying anything more till I've spoken tna
attorney.’

‘Great.” Conner rolled his eyes. He had to wait a
while for the uniformed guys to turn up. He useedsth
moments to arrive at the conclusion that there nas
way his chief would not find out he was here, desobg
his orders. He figured that as he was already Epde
enough shit it wouldn’t make much difference if kept
digging. So he took a ride to the hospital with the
battered guy — one Kent Bradshaw, who was employed
as a clerk at the bail-bondman’s office. The mamglo
the beating was his boss, and the altercation waistbe
bailing of Bigby. Apparently, the man who had bdile
him had handed over a case of hundred-dollar thds
later on turned out to be a caseooedollar bills. The
case had only five thousand dollars in it wherhibidd
have had fivdaundredthousand dollars.

‘That's not a mistake you make easily,” Conner
pointed out to the clerk.

‘I know that. Especially when you know this is the
result.” He pointed to his tumescent features. dh’'t
explain it. | sat there and | counted every simgiee.’
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‘No chance of the case being switched?’

‘No, | put the case straight in the safe afterwards
Besides, the notes in the case were the actual lones
counted because | marked the top note of each aketk
went through. It just defies logic. He must haverbe
some kind of magician or something — | don’t know.’

Conner attempted to garner an accurate descripfion
the man.

‘How old was this man?’

‘Err, mid-thirties...’

‘Okay.’ Conner jotted it down.

‘...to late-forties.’

‘Riiight.” He amended his notes. ‘Height?’

‘Average.’

‘Build?’

‘Kind of ... medium.’

‘Excellent. Hair?’

‘Dark-slash-fair.’

‘Slash bald?’

‘Sorry?

‘Never mind.’

Conner didn’t dare to wish that the office had &CT
By the state of the establishment it was quite r&aide
that even the walls managed to perform their inteind
function, let alone any complicated surveillance
equipment doing so. Besides, he knew this kindutfito
was designed to service a certain class of clientabse
who did not like their picture being taken.

Conner plodded his way back from the hospital. It
was a few miles home but he didn’t mind the walk; h
walked pretty much everywhere. Walking offered high
quality thinking time. Plus he found all other medsf
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transport in the city pretty much unbearable. Goitked
roads. Crowded subways. Slimy taxi drivers.

After thirty minutes of walking and thinking,
something finally struck him. It wasn’'t so muchidea;
more of a ... bat.

Moments later he came to, slumped against a wall
with a baseball bat thrust to the centre of hissthat
the other end of the bat was a small-framed ind&iid
wearing a kid’s toy mask. Or maybe it was just d ki
wearing a kid’'s mask. Through his haze he coulde’'t
sure.

He shivered slightly from shock and breathed hgavil
His face had hit the wall on the way down and hede
trickle of blood from just above his eyebrow begm
journey down his face, following the tracks of hears.

He had not yet mustered the energy for even aretgxel
before the bat-wielder spoke. The voice was digglis
by a cheap synthesiser in the mask.

‘Leave Bigby alone,’ it said with tinny resonantat
clawed at Conner’s pounding head. ‘Or things wél g
much worse. For you. For everyone.’

He was too sluggish to respond before a final prod
from the bat signalled the departure of its owrer.he
watched the figure walk away he realised that theas
something odd about the walker’s gait, but he aguld
place what it was. And he knew this wasn'’t the time
care.

Slowly and somewhat apprehensively, Conner
reached up to examine the damage to the back of his
head. Duly his fingers returned to rest beforedyiss,
and they were completely covered in ... nothingtalt,
the only fresh blood offered by his head was from t
cut above his eye. Last time he checked, his skagin’t
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made from titanium, which meant that the bat couldn
have been made from wood amythinghard. What kind
of thug’s weapon-of-choice is a rubber bat?

Another riddle that could wait. Getting home was hi
only immediate priority. He stumbled to the neatmsty
street and hailed a cab.

At home he nursed a bump on his head, a cut oser hi
eye, and what remained of his pride. He longed for
someone else to be doing the nursing. He’'d hadt a lo
thrown at him in the last few days and it suddefely
that in this game of dodge-ball that people callés)
everyone else was standing on the other side of the
court. He wanted someone to be on his side, for
someone to just give a damn.

He placed the mantelpiece photographs face down
once more and slumped back into the sofa to begin
roling a salvia joint. The dried leaves of Salvia
divinorum — literally ‘sage of the seers’ — act as
intense but short-lived hallucinogen. Most peopba’'t
get on with salvia. Many find it frightening. Buaanoia
was not an issue for Conner right now — he reaihs
being persecuted.

The woman was slender, really slender, but she
carried it well, so as not to appear at all skindgr hair
was brilliant red; her skin translucent blue. Andrh
edges were peculiarly well defined, as if they baén
inked-in by a graphic-novel illustrator. Conner
recognised her, though she had no face to spedsd.
large bee circled her body, the woman contorted
rhythmically for a moment, in a motion that couldn’
quite be described as a dance. Then she turned and
walked away. Conner watched her hips sway
distinctively as she passed effortlessly throughwall.
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The effects tapered off only minutes after they had
begun. Reality solidified around Conner once mare a
his thoughts snapped back to his assault a fewshour
earlier. Suddenly, it was so obvious what was riisitre
about his assailant’s gait.

He realised that the man in question was in fad ..
woman. Further proof, if needed, that even a man
concussed can maintain relatively clear focus when
woman'’s bottom is involved.

Yet another question. What kind of thug’'s gender-of
choice ... is female? — no offence.

One thing was certain. This was not the feds. df/th
were in the business of sending out thugs to wdéirn o
nosey cops, then slim chicks with rubber bats waat
be their style.

Surely?
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Five
Taking a Life

In New Meadows, the only escape from the tacky,
flashy, nastiness of the casinos is the undenizhgs of
the grungy themed bars and restaurants. | founcelfnys
in old-town, contrary to much sound advice, inchgdi
the government health warnings on the road signs:
Warning: this neighbourhood may seriously damage
your life.

| was purposefully striding along, casually risking
violent muggings as | did so, when the rain begafalt.
Yeah, rain in a desert — such is my meteorological
fortune. Luckily, 1 would be ducking into the next
establishment, which looked like it was ready to
welcome me with open gun barrels. Satori it wagedal
some has-been Japanese-themed café-bar. And in an
impressive homage to the concept of irony the sebae
seemed to be water. It was everywhere. By design,
rather than the result of some bad plumbing work, b
gratuitous to say the least. But then, New Mead®ws
the definition of gratuity — and not the 15% kind.

| made my way to the bar, rather unnerved by the
vivid orange carp looking up at me from beneath the
glass floor. Occasionally, a column of water fedim the
ceiling and disappeared into a hole in the ground.



Hopefully, this was governed by some clever system
designed to avoid the clientele, rather than hyuayat
them in a fashion they hadn’t requested.

| pulled up a stool at the bar and mumbled a raques
of a beer at the Japanese-themed barmaid, who was
about as oriental as a Big Mac. Shortly she stithas in
my direction. The bar she slid it over yielded no
exception to the watery theme. Water coursed thraug
cavity within it, along with tiny brightly-colourefish no
longer than a fingernail.

‘It's free if you want to take it upstairs,’ the rioaaid
said nodding toward a baroque iron staircase that
spiralled around a column of tumbling water, legdia
the mezzanine level.

| knew what she meant, and | wasn't in the mood.

‘No,’ | said. ‘Thanks.’

As | sipped, | toyed with a photograph between my
digits, idly staring through it. | allowed myselina
indulgent moment of escape untl the barmaid
dispassionately flitted a cloth across the barramtf of
me, and | was back in the room — back to reality. |
allowed the sensations of the external environntent
return to me one-by-one, and then | held the pectfr
Pearle up to the side of my face.

‘Do youthink she had my eyes?’ | queried toward the
barmaid. The woman looked rather perplexed at the
question.

‘Ummm,’ was all she could muster.

‘Never mind,’ | said with a quick shake of my head,
and placed the photo on the bar in front of me. Of
course, this little charade was all for the benefithe
man sitting next to me.

That was why | was here, in New Meadows, in this
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bar. To sit next to this man, Jackson Burch, whoéee
was. Instantly — if not slightly sooner — | knewditin’t
like him. Five minutes later | knew | had to kilinlh He
was a bad man, you see. He'd done bad things.Itlcou
tell. That's the way it is with me. Not the killingart, but
the knowing things, bad things, about people; tbe n
liking people.

It's a drag.

In my periphery | saw the guy make the occasional
sideways glance at the picture. I'd placed it gligo
one side — conspicuously closer to him. An inwtatto
steal a glimpse — not that he usually awaited atian.

He began to shuffle a little in his seat. | purgokg
moved my attention away from the picture. Now we
weren't sharing her. Now she was all his. Minutestp
and a tension grew between us that was beginning to
condense on the bar top. Eventually, | broke tlence.

‘Do you like her?’ | asked.

The man didn’'t speak but threw me a look that
betrayed a battery of inner thoughts and questienab
desires.

‘Do you know her?’ | continued, analysing his every
movement.

And then finally, ‘Did youkill her?’

Unsurprisingly, that got a response out of him.

‘Who the fuck are you to be asking questions?’ he
snapped with unsubtle hostility.

‘I'm the guy who bailed your ass out of jail to ask
you these questions,” | responded enigmatically,
choosing not to match his aggression.

Burch sported an expression somewhere between
suspicion and confusion. ‘Expensive questions,séi€.
‘You know there are visiting hours, right?’

44



‘I'm not a big fan of jails,” | said with a distatl
look, which | hoped would make him a little jittery
Mystery bail-touting benefactors in his world rgrébave
good intentions. | guess that was true of me too,
although he could have done a lot worse. | mean, |
wasn’'tdefinitelygoing to kill him.

| didn't need to say anything else now. It was
probably beginning to dawn on his dullard mind thigt
future participation in this world might depend bis
answers to the questions being put to him. He ldake
the photo again, sliding it closer to himself.

‘Is this the girl I'm supposed to have murdered®’
asked.

| nodded.

‘Then no, | didn't.’

Normally, | would not be so direct. Normally, I'ceb
about as direct as a philandering politician. Butew
determining whether someone had committed a murder,
there was no need for subtleties. When asked diguaes
about an objective fact of such magnitude, it woloéd
virtually impossible to react without revealing ttrath,
regardless of what you said. If, of course, thestjarer
knew what to look for.

| knew what to look for.

And the truth was ... he didn’t kill Pearle; he mid
even know her. He didn’'t know my story or the peoipl
had lost. He was not a player in that episode oflifay
He was just unfortunate. Wrong place: here. Wrong
time: now. Wrong guy: me — pissed (in the vernacafa
either side of the Atlantic).

It wasn't the truth that | had wanted. It wasntrath
that got me any nearer to closure on this isssggHed
and tapped the table with my fingers. Where dig thi
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leave me? It left me with a rather obvious question

‘If you didn’t kill her, why have you been arres®d

‘I've been set up.’

‘By whom?’

He shrugged. ‘I wish | knew’.

| pondered this for a moment before asking, ‘Why di
you come to New Meadows?’

In response to the question Burch downed the fast o
his drink and motioned to leave. Surprisingly,aesied,
he hadn’t come here for a spot of charity work.

‘Doesn’t it trouble you?’ | said, without lookingpu

The man paused. ‘What?’

‘That whoever set you up has done it so well that
they’ve managed to convince the police?’

‘Sure it does. Don’t see what you’re gonna do about
it.’

‘Listen, | don’t care about you, it's true. But wt to
know what happened to this girl. So | want to kneto
set you up. So | reckon that makes me about the onl
person who is gonna to do anything about it, yeah?’

‘Or you could just be a cop.’

‘So you were here with criminal intent?’

‘| didn’t say that.’

‘Not directly,” | flashed a smile which verged #dlo
close to cocky. So much for subtlety; | really skiou
have known better. With that smile | knew I'd blownl
wasn’t going to get anything useful out of him now.

He narrowed his eyes. ‘I need a piss,” he said and
headed off toward the bathroom.

He wasn’t the only one that needed relief. | was
finding it increasingly difficult to remain affablevith
him. With every word | gleaned another morsel of
information, beyond the word itself. And they weret
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tasty morsels. So whilst the liquid of his firsifdeers
was exploring some Japanese-themed porcelain, there
was only one thing left to decide.

Was | going to leave empty handed?

Or was | going to take a life?

| searched around in my jacket pockets and recdvere
a small cylindrical object. It contained a substanc
known as Necrovial, which is used for spiking dank
with a nasty kick. It does so in a virtually untable
manner. It uses ‘clever-nano-shit’ to deliver akspof
insulin into the bloodstream. An overdose of insuli
reduces the level of glucose in the blood to atpwhrere
the brain can no longer function. But being a satst
found naturally in the body it is virtually impob& to
detect as a cause of death.

Insulin has been used as a murder weapon almost
since it was first used to treat diabetes in th20%9 It
says something about the world that the first meisina
devised for delivering insulin into the bloodstreamally
was perfected by a government agency for the perpos
of assassinating people rather than saving them.

Ethical debate aside, Necrovial is an extremely
sophisticated method of killing, which can alwaysne
in handy for the odd spot of fatal imbibing. | ‘amegd’ a
supply before | left the agency and as of yet haven
exploited it once. That was about to change. Maybe.

My best mate was making his way back from the
bathroom. In his absence | had ordered him ancther
of bourbon. | had also palmed a Necrovial capsuiay
hand, in readiness for his unwelcome return. Btdred
could take that final step, | needed to elicit dmal
piece of information. This was going to be more
difficult. This was where subtlety came in.

a7

In his past he had been involved with the polictwi
regard to his unhealthy interest in young girls.'"dHe
done some real nasty things, and just standing mear
made me feel dirty to the core. But that wasn’tugio
It wasn’t enough to award me the role of judge g
| needed to know something else. | needed to know
whether he was going to do it again. Because kmpwin
this fact, | reasoned, could conceivably make tteo&
killing him the right thing to do.

Uncovering this detail was not like asking someibne
they had a blue car or whether they’'d killed sonagho
with objective definite answers. This was exposing
hidden desires and future intent. He may not evewk
the answer himself consciously. But underneathoitibal
be there — everything was.

Just as he was lifting his drink to his mouth Iceld
my hand over it and forcefully slammed it back he t
bar. The action was intentionally incongruent ard a
odds with what little the guy knew of my behaviaa
far. It would jar his comfortable mental state; saunis
unconscious mind to stall for a moment. It's calked
pattern interrupt — the disruption of an indivisilgattern
of behaviour in an unanticipated way. It leavesespn
with no program of what to do next. It leaves them
looking for a way out, open to suggestion.

Looking the man squarely in the eye, | instantly
began to speak with an unusual pace and tone.

‘It's just that it's interesting to know ... why w&o
the things we do. And how sometimes we manage to
justify to ourselves actions which we know at some level
to be wrong. Like maybe we speed in a restrictatezo
but we tell ourselves it's okay because it's reddlig,
there’s no one around. And vkeowthe road well. It's
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like anacquaintanceso it's fine. It's fine to gdeyond
the limit’

| placed particular emphasis on certain words and
parts of words, prompting his subconscious to rstitc
together a subtextual meaning.

‘So all the time, when we do these bad thingsavee
probing our minds,penetratingour thoughts, until we
touchon a loopole that will allow us todo these things
we like and escape the immorality.’

As | continued to fold the massively layered
suggestions into the metaphor Burch stood virtually
motionless but responded with almost imperceptible
twitches of affirmation.

‘So there really is only one question left,” Itsthin
conclusion. ‘Will you do it again?’

In an instant the man was composed and laughing at
me foolishly.

‘What are you talking about, man?’ he jibbed.

To anyone but a handful of people in the worldf tha
was a perfect transition. The telltale micro-expras
would have passed everyone else by unnoticed. &ut n
me. Just for that split second it was written anfhce as
clearly as his five-o’clock shadow. And now thas hi
misdemeanours were playing wholly on his conscious
mind, all | need do was repeat the question —tudte
sure.

‘Will you do it again?’

This time he said nothing, just frowned at me as if
was a madman — spot on there | guess — and sheok hi
head in confusion. But once again a tiny twitcladéce
muscle belied his inner feelings. That was all éded. |
cracked open the fatal capsule that was nestleayin
palm, then left the bar without wasting anotherdvor
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Within thirty-seconds of being in the street | knew
exactly what | was going to do next and it stameth
me repeatedly kicking a nearby wall in frustratidn.
chose this symbolic gesture of head-banging ratiesr
the real thing as it carried with it significantBss risk of
cranial haemorrhaging. A good tip by anyone’s
standards.

Then | made my way back to the bar. Burch didn’t
have time to know what hit him. He was halfway
towards the door by the scruff of his throat befoee
was going for his holster; at which point he nalides
gun sitting on the bar where I'd dumped it, getting
further and further out of reach. The clientelendid
seem too perturbed at me dragging him out of the
establishment, just slightly disappointed that @swt
going to kick off inside for their own titillation.

He was still struggling to find his feet when we
reached the street. | gave him a quick elbow tofdbe
to pacify him and then shoved two fingers down his
throat. The small quantity of vomit that didn’'t aally
find its way up my sleeve splashed into the gutténen
he was done | dropped him to the ground.

‘If you feel a bit faint in the next few hours,’skhid,
‘eat some chocolate.’

| crouched down close to his flushed face.

‘Maybe reconsider your life choices — in case I'm
ever back in this neighbourhood.’ | stepped oven hs
he lay panting and shell-shocked in the gutter. I1As
walked away | added, ‘And don't try to find me. drdt
exist. Not in your world.’

Then | was gone into the darkness, like some
clandestine crime-fighter, dressed all in blackthwiad-
guy vomit up his arm.
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Maybe it would change him. Probably not. But I

proved to myself once again that | couldn’'t do it.

Couldn't take a life on my own say so. Whatever bad
had done and whatever bad he may do in the future.
just didn't feel right. | figured that was a healtiing.

But now | was back to square one.

Almost.
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Six

Truth or Care

Conner was delighted to awake to a generous helping
of aches and pains. He took a peek in the bathroom
mirror to find one of his eyes peeking back at fiiom
the centre of dark swollen tissue. He decided aaia
into work, figuring he was justified in calling an
uncharacteristic sickie — at least for the mornihijs
physical injuries were not so bad, but his soul was
battered and bruised, lying prostrate on the flaog it
wasn’t planning on getting up anytime soon.

Conner set about doing nothing but slouching around
in his favourite sweatpants, which was a mistaket as
allowed his mind to set about doing way too much
thinking. What he thought about began to troubi@ hi
quite severely, not that such an outcome to hisght
processes surprised him anymore.

It was mid-morning before a distraction presented
itself in the form of a long-overdue message frorntaM
Although it did not query his whereabouts; it wasrety
a forwarded phone message from the office. Applrent
Kent Bradshaw, the clerk from the bail-bondsman’s
office, had tried to get hold of Conner, sayingneeded
to speak to him. Kent hadn’t left a number, jugilace
and time to meet.

So his day off wasn’t happening. But on the up ,side



he hadn’t consumed anything but coffee and cigssett
since waking, so taking up the offer of a lunchedaty
prove wise.

When Conner arrived at the rendezvous café Kent
was already there, sipping on a tall milky coff€enner
opted for the healthy optiotulack coffee. And added a
blueberry muffin to notch up the first of his figeday.

He took a seat opposite the clerk, who settledniug
down onto its saucer with a nervous rattle.

‘So what's up?’ Conner enquired.

‘Hey, someone beat you up too?’

‘No, I just do this to look intimidating.’

Kent nodded as the sarcasm whistled merrily past
him.

‘So, why did you want to see me?’ Conner asked
again.

Kent glanced around the establishment, trying b pu
off nonchalance, but landing squarely on shifty.

‘What | tell you now didn’t come from me, okay?’ he
offered in a hushed voice, leaning forward.

‘Sure.’

‘I don’t want you visiting me or calling me up like
we’re old buddies, right? That wouldn’t be good foy
health.’

‘That won't be a problem. | don’t call anyone ukeli
they’re my buddy.” Conner began to peel his cugpsha
baked good from its wrapper. Everyone eats their
muffins differently. Conner always ate his bottom, u
saving the crispy sugary bit on the top till last.

Kent shuffled in his seat. He could learn a thimg o
two about nonchalance from his muffin-eating
companion. ‘How do | know | can | trust you?' he
askaahner leaned back in mild frustration. ‘Lookou
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called me here to talk. I'd just as soon be at home
watching daytime TV. So it's really your call.’

‘Okay.’ He sighed resignedly. ‘So, last night, afte
got home from the hospital —

‘Oh yes, sorry,” Conner interrupted with an ovdrful
mouth. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Quite sore, thanks. Anyway, so I'm at home and |
get a phone call. Well, it's a call to the offideyt they
get diverted to my cell phone out-of-hours. And ggie
who it is?’

Conner shook his head. ‘Columbo?’

‘Who?’

‘Never mind. Who was it?’

‘It's only the guy who bailed out Burch, isn’t it?’

‘Really?” Conner got interested at this point —reve
stopped chewing for a moment. ‘And what did he have
to say?’

‘Well, that's the odd thing. He goes and tells me
where Burch is and suggests we go pick him up befor
he skips town.’

‘Why?’

‘Dunno. Doesn’'t make much sense.’

‘So, what happened?’

‘Well, | figured this might improve relations witmy
boss, so | call him up. And he sends a couple aViks
down to go get him.’

Conner frowned as he tried to process this
information. He took a long drag of caffeine hopihg
would help.

‘So where is Burch now?’

‘As far as | know he’s in a lock-up in town, tieadl &
chair. They wanna make sure he gets to court fer hi
hearing.’
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‘Understandably. Isn’t that what you want too? Get
your boss’s bail money back?’

‘Well yes.’

‘So, why are you telling me? Snitching on your boss
for kidnapping ain’'t going to put you in his gooddks
— if indeed he has any good books.’

‘Because | don't trust these goons. | think thisywa
he’ll either end up missing or dead. I'd feel munbre
comfortable if the copbappenedacross the lock-up and
took Burch in for his own protection. Besides, tiso
hard to believe that some people actually prefer
operating on the right side of the law?’

Conner shrugged in response. He generally finds it
best to assume that they don't.

Kent continued. ‘Look, | just want to see Burch tget
court, and the more people with that aim the befsr
soon as that money’s back I'm outta this town.’

Conner contemplated these details as he finishied of
the last crumbs of his single-serving cake. Evdlytulae
gave a consenting nod.

‘Give me the address of the lock-up. I'll sort it.’

Kent returned his coffee shakily to its saucer mgai
and wrote the address on a scrap of paper. Conner
motioned to leave then stopped himself.

‘Have you talked to anyone else about this?’

‘No.’

‘Anyone? Priest, wife, men in suits?’

‘No. Do | look like the kind of man that would be
religious ... or married?’

‘It's the suits I'm worried about. Has anyone other
than me come asking questions: about Burch, abbat w
bailed him ... about me?’

‘No.” He shook his head in the first confident nooti
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Conner had observed.

‘Okay. So it's my turn to trust you. But if | discer
you're lying, rest assuredwill come visiting. And you
won't need to worry about me acting like your buddy
Far from it.’

Conner pegged Kent as way too weak and stupid to
be trying something on — whatevamethingmight be.

So, he left. Unfortunately, the knowledge he lefthw
deposited him squarely on the horns of a dilemma.

Being a cop he should do exactly what Kent expected
him to do. Call in the boys in blue, rescue Bigmda
keep him safe till court time. But the clerk hadneoto
the wrong cop, because all Conner wanted was Bigby
back on the street, doing his job, leading himh big
boys in the rug trade.

He needed to make some decisions but he didn’t have
much time. Worse, his mind returned to what hachbee
troubling him earlier. It was troubling him more wo
that time had passed. He knew he had to resolwe tha
issue first, before he could make any informed sieni
as to his next action. Who was he trying to kid?/An
decision he made would be a long way from infornied.
he could achieve anything above complete ignorance
he'd be well chuffed.

There was only one thing for it. He had to go on a
date.

That evening Conner waited for his guest in the
Crown Liquor Saloon — the best of the seventeen so-
called Irish bars in town. Having never left Ameribe
had no idea as to the bar’'s authenticity, but kedliit,
and that was all that mattered. The exterior was
exquisitely decorated with polychromatic tiles and
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stained glass. The interior was even more elahorate
Complex mosaics spilled across the entire floorerfgv
surface of the walls, fixtures and ceiling coaleso#o
what was effectively a single, highly-decorative oge
carving; as if the room had been whittled from ¢katre

of a massive tree trunk. The altar-style bar-topt th
stretched the length of the establishment was made
deep-red granite. And the whole place was lit by
polished brass gas lamps. But the best featurlt weee

the carved wooden booths — or snugs as they daked

— each with its own little door, originally desighé¢o
accommodate the more reserved patrons of a Viatoria
era.

It was indeed spectacular. It was also, of coUdedes.

A modern replica. A cheap imitation. The product of
cold-blooded mimicry. The Crown had never hosted
survivors of a potato famine any more serious ttinen
kitchen running out of curly fries. But it didn’t atter.

Not to the kind of people that visited New Meadows.
The quaintness seemed genuine enough. The Guinness
tasted real enough. It more than fulfilled the rseeflits
clientele to feel in touch with their ‘Irish roots* the
one-sixteenth of their genes that came from somexwhe
near Europe — and that sufficed.

It sufficed for Conner also. It was not one of
Conner’s dreams to visitr@al Irish pub. It never really
occurred to him. Trans-Atlantic travel was in faery
far from his thoughts as he sat at a table in theng,
keeping a beer company, waiting for his guest tver
He was wearing his most recently washed jeans a&nd h
only remaining non-work shirt with a full complimeof
buttons. This constituted a noteworthy level obgfon
Conner’s part, even if the result wasn’t going o any
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Best Groomed Male of the Year — or Bar — awards.

Mila, on the other hand, looked considerably more
elegant, when she arrived. But women are goodat th
kind of thing: looking elegant. She walked over to
Conner, took one look at him and broached the égdec
remark.

‘What happened tgou?’

‘Long story,” he moaned. ‘Drink?’

Conner procured a white wine from the bar and they
settled down to study the menus. The fact that this
exquisitely accurate homage to ale houses of dlchlyg
had menus didn't strike either of them as vaguely
inconsistent. But that's progress for you.

Over their meal Conner told Mila about the everits o
the previous night and she made all the right sosfe
sympathy and dismay. Then they chatted about rnpthin
work-related, which was somewhat of a rare occagen
Conner began to realise that he didn't know as much
about Mila as perhaps he should.

After the meal Mila finally asked the question that
had been hanging there over their plates for someeti

‘So what's this all about?’

‘What?’

‘Us. Here. Now. And don’t give me an innocent look.
It doesn’t take a detective — whiclamn, by the way — to
determine that this is an unusual turn of evertigf t
something is up. So what is it?’

Conner conceded with a nod.

‘Shall we adjourn,’” he said, motioning to one oé th
booths. The booth in question was furnished with a
battered leather sofa and a low wooden coffee .table
They slumped back into the sofa and Conner prodaced
small package from his jacket.
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‘Before we do thevhat's-upthing, | want you to try
something?’ Conner unfolded a piece of paper teakv
two white pills.

Mila looked at them and recoiled slightly. ‘Conner,
you know I'm not into that stuff.’

‘You drink alcohol don’t you?’

‘Yeah, so?’

‘So, where’s the difference? You can dgle¢seover
the counter in a convenience store. Trust me, the
chemicals in these have been subjected to far egreat
scrutiny than that banoffee pie you've just eaten.’

Mila was apprehensive. ‘What do they do?’

‘It's called EZB. It's designed as an end-of-evenin
calmer. Extends all the mellowing, relaxant queditof
alcohol without enhancing the bad ones. Even lessen
the effects of a hangover.’

Mila pouted in consideration. ‘If | do this will yotell
me what's going on?’

‘Deal.’

It wasn’t strictly true that you could buy EZB -
pronounced ‘easy-be’ with an American ‘Zee’ — otrex
counter. Not yet at least. Although it had gonetigh
FDA accreditation and was awaiting final sign-off a
safe for consumption. It was important for drug
companies to take market control quickly after appf
of a product, before rogue parties managed to sgiz@
the drug and start pumping out fakes. So as it chase
to a done deal the well-known drug company thadl hel
the patent for EZB had started the production lines
rolling in the Far East. Consequently, a numbepith$
had seeped onto the grey market early. Conner had
acquired his from Crystal Seth at quite an extoete
rate, but it would be worth it.
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One effect that EZB had was to lower one’s guard
and diminish inhibitions; to make you feel more wpe
and confident. Like when a person is drunk, thell wi
say things that they’'d never say when sober: oiiificle
personal details that they would never have shared
otherwise. EZB has this effect, only stronger. e
closest thing there is to a truth serum.

Mila popped a pill and then popped the question
again. ‘So why are we here?’

Conner swallowed down his pill and followed it up
with a deep breath. He looked straight ahead todavo
eye contact, because he knew it was easier that way
Words didn't come immediately. He managed a few
false starts, opening and closing his mouth like a
goldfish, but with no actual sounds. He tried slmdf
around in his blocks a bit, to make sure he was
comfortable. He wasn’t. But he had to start sometim
Eventually, the words came out.

‘One thing you might not know ... about guys,’ he
began, ‘is that sometimes they need to be vulnerabl
They need to be able to show weakness; to be afraid
sad, or just tired. Culture dictates that they camio this
very often. Not with strangers or workmates or dreih.

Not even with friends. But with a partner they céan.
partner can smooth his feathers, pat his head apd s
everything’s going to be okay.’

Conner paused momentarily to steel himself.

‘Since I've been on my own, since Lisa left, thss i
what I've missed the most. | didn’t expect thatt lig
true. And I've been so focussed on work and my own
problems, that I've felt like there’s been no ooeking
out for me; no one | can be vulnerable with.’

He took a long draw on his drink and then continued
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‘But then, suddenly, | realised something. When |
didn’t go into work this morning and | was sittirag
home alone, | found mysedixpectingyour call; actively
anticipating it. | realised at that moment that all those
mornings when I'd not been eating properly and lzage
had appeared on my desk ... somebodyrhadethem
appear. And when | was down about something,
somebodyknew that | was down, somebody was there
asking me if | was okay. | know this sounds bloody
obvious but another thing about guys is that theay loe
fucking dumb sometimes.’

Conner looked up at Mila and laughed at his self-
deprecation. She smiled back coyly. Then the
seriousness seeped back into Conner’'s face. ‘Anyway
it's bad enough that | didn't realise this soonBut
what's much worse is that | didn’t reciprocate, reve
subconsciously.” He looked away ashamedly. ‘I guess
this makes me a pretty bad person. But the pojnhés
locked eyes again, ‘I'm truly sorry, Mila. This the
very least | can do to start making it up to youndAo
say thanks for looking out for me.’

‘Well,” Mila smiled with dewy eyes, ‘you are
welcome.’ Her lips stayed parted as if more wor@sen
to come, but none arrived, and silence reignedafor
while. There was a palpable tension in the air.aMil
could not be fully aware as to why, but that wosibn
be rectified...

Conner formed a smile; a smile that a select few
people in the world would call a Duchenne smile. He
just knew it as fake. He fell quiet and focussedtiom
pint glass he was rolling between his hands. Hengolw
what remained of its contents and then placedatihe
on the table, before pulling himself up in the chand
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ringing his empty hands together anxiously.

‘The thing | don’t understand, considering all this
considering what a great friend you have been taline
these months...’

‘Yes?

‘The thing | don't get is...” — the thought was
thundering through his mind like a runaway locoweti
and there was no way he was going to stop it from
vocalising — ‘...is why you attacked me last night?

At this point Conner looked Mila in the eye and
waited apprehensively for a reaction. Mila procdsse
what Conner had said for a moment, before she truly
grasped what he was asserting. Then her eyes widene
in fury.

‘Jesus! Is that what this is all about? You gethaee;
you fuckingdrug me with whatever this shit is; just to
entertain some stupid hypothesis of yours? IsitPat

Conner leapt to the defensive. ‘But you didn’t ch#

‘You what? Assumed | already knew why you hadn’t
turned up at work?’

Conner looked sheepish as Mila continued to berate
him.

‘Did it ever occur to you that the reason | didcll
was because | actually thought you were big endagh
look after yourself for a day? An opinion | may bawo
alter after this.’

I'm sorry. | -

‘Stop! Don’t even consider giving me the hard-done-
by crap again. It only spreads so thin and youg&al r
close to putting a hole through the bread.’

Mila turned away from Conner as if deciding hertnex
action: leave or stay. She arrived at her decisiod
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turned back to him. Her tone was calmer now.

‘Okay, you want the truth? You want the truth teat’
been staring you in the face all these months buchw
you've never seen because you spend all your time
looking behind you?’

Conner nodded almost imperceptibly. Mila paused for
a moment and her whole demeanour changed. Her
shoulders dropped, her expression softened and then
water began to well in her eyes. ‘Here’s the tiushe
said in a hushed voice. She took a deep breath and
closed her eyes, as if steeling herself, and aslish&o a
tear seeped out. A couple more breaths and she was
ready. She opened her eyes, leaned in and kissate€o
firmly on the lips. For moment he did not reactemhe
began to kiss her back but she pulled away.

In almost a whisper she spoke. ‘There is your truth
She turned away shyly. ‘Qfoursel was worried about
you today. But a girl gets embarrassed when shadem
a fool of. When she chases a guy but doesn’t getatb
That's why | didn’t call to find out where you werk
was desperately hanging on to what little dignitiyald
left.” She grabbed her coat from beside her. ‘Now .
now it's all gone. Thanks.’

She stood and walked away in tears.

Conner stared forward, wide-eyed and motionless;
and wondered just how much more spectacularly he
could mess up his life if hesally tried? Maybe he knew
the answer.

He took out his gun from its holster. He releades t
clip, checked its contents and snapped it back heitine
a satisfying click — all in a single reflexive nmti. He
didn’t needto check. He knew the status of his gun:
fully loaded. It's just one of those things that amed
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man does with his gun...
...when he knows he is about to use it.
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Seven

Detextion

Hiding these days is a lot trickier than it usedo®
Not that I've tried hiding in any previous time-juet,
but it's a considered deduction. Technology is lente
— though | hate to use that word. People like tantie’
technology for a lot of things, whilst reheatingeith
coffee in the microwave. On the whole, technology i
pretty awesome. But it necessitates so many dxingd
to worry about when you're trying to lay low. Browg
the web is one of them. I'm not alluding to some Bi
Brother state here. I'm not suggesting that eveoydw
you type into a search engine is scrutinised byesom
government intelligence operative. It would be pless.
You would be amazed at the sheer volume of people
searching for instructions on how to make biologica
weapons on an hourly basis. It would be a complete
waste of time to assume that any of the searcherargy
more of a threat to the nation than the averageeple
year-old kids from Dorset that they are. Just foe t
record, I’'m not suggesting there is a dispropogien
number of budding biological terrorists living iroBset.
It's just an example, to highlight the impossilyiliof
filtering the few true evil-doers from the millionsf
simply-curious.

Nevertheless, you'd be naive to think that your ‘e-

activity’ is entirely anonymous and unmonitored., $0
can't be too careful. As an example of the lendithave

to go to, consider the problem of me wanting topkee
tabs on anything — or anyone — known to be assatiat
with me. Bearing in mind that the people I'm hiding
from are very resourceful.

For this task | have a mechanism. | employ custom-
written data-mining agents: harmless software eisus
that replicate themselves across the net, snifbog
information of interest to me. They go to places fa
beyond the reach of your favourite search engine,
sneaking past firewalls, proxies and gateways &zhe
potentially any resource hooked up to the interfibey
can't defeat all security measures but they conedtypr
close. And being benign they survive longer than
malicious viruses. But they don’t go undetectectver.
After a while virus scanners will learn their sigura
and kill them as soon as they are detected. So firom
to time | have to release new ones.

An irksome but clearly necessary restriction ofrage
is that they can hold no detail pertaining to tlmimer,
such as an email address or a phone number. So when
they find stuff that might be of interest, they pos
snippets of information on public web forums comitag
innocuous code words that | can look out for. | &&n
these forums along with the million other userd thay
and suddenly I'm a leaf hidden in a forest. This wze
mechanism that alerted me to Pearle’s death aagar
and to Burch’s arrest more recently.

This path to information that I must follow is not
entirely undetectable; the trail is still there.tBuadds
enough layers of indirection to be good enough)dog
enough. Long enough to finish up in whatever irgérn
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café | am visiting on that occasion and move on.

But it's not just the web where we leave our
signature. You can barely take a piss these datysuwuti
leaving your watermark ithe matrix Every step you
take through life you leave behind an electronic
breadcrumb trail for anyone to follow: hard disksl|l
phones, credit cards, surveillance cameras. Arsdttéil
does not get gobbled up by the animals of the wolbds
stays.

Considering how heavily the law enforcement
agencies rely on these sources for their invesigsit
it's hard to imagine how detectives solvady crimes
fifty years ago. Take away forensics too and | plet’t
know where they’d begin.

This e-trail everyone leaves behind is not an igsue
the average person on the street. Only those wéo ar
particularly paranoid, or are a criminal, or jukip have
something to hide. | have something to hide. Me.itSo
can be hard work sometimes.

But, today, technology was any side. Today| was
the detective.

From my meeting with Jackson Burch earlier |
learned that he hadhot been involved with Pearle
Jenkins’ death. He was quite confident on thisassu
could tell. Which unfortunately meant it was triddter
all, he would have remembered. Worse still, he 'tidn
even know Pearle, or her mother. He had been framed
for the whole thing.

| really wasn't expecting this. People get framed f
things all the time in TV shows. But it's really tnihat
easy, especially considering all of the aforememitb
techie stuff. It would only be possible by someone
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intimately acquainted with the details of the crined
the person being framed. Burch was quite nonplubged
the situation. He didn't seem to have a clue whe th
might be.

If I'd known beforehand that he was going to be so
clueless, | wouldn't have made contact. But it was
late once | had. | couldn’t really continue followgi him
around. Plus, that's another thing that happens arl
TV, which is logistically non-practical. Try it s@time.

There was one other thing | picked up from Burch. |
got the impression he was in New Meadows for some
shady activity. That he was here for some kindezldl
couldn’t conjure anything more than a hazy feehbgut
this though. | would like to know what he was uptal
who he was up to it with, but at the end of the tay
not actually a mind-reader, and he was in no modadik
me.

So | figured | was pretty much done with him. After
dumping him in the gutter I called up the bail beman
and tipped him off, saying that his bailee was ahlou
skip town. The bondsman was almost half-a-million
dollars down so | knew he would do a good job of
keeping the guy out of harm’s way for a few days.

Of course, before I let him go | lifted his mobile
phone from his jacket pockethis would connect me to
the rest of his life. Or so | hoped.

A few blocks down from where | left Burch | started
scrutinising the phone. The first thing | learnedswihat
the guy was a professional, or an obsessive compuls
His phone was virtually clean. There was no dataton
that might provide some kind of clue as to who lesw
no names, notes, images or documents. There was
nothing in his calendar either, which was a shaaéjt
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was a long shot to expect him to be that dumb: 9am
Rob Bank’. There weren’t even any entries in the
phone’s contact list. Though this was quite stasdar
practice for certain individuals who do dealingsthwi
other certain individuals.

What did impress me was how fastidious he was
about deleting his text messages. There wasn'hglesi
one, incoming or outgoing; which was a big
disappointment. These little babies can be a gate rof
personal information.

The only bookkeeping he hadn’t done that day was to
clear his call register, so this was all | had oap. |
inspected the list. It showed that after leaving jHil he
had made three outgoing calls. With no entrieshim t
phone’s contact list | had no names to go on, fast
numbers. There was only one option. | stopped o# a
pay phone and called each one up in turn.

The first number had an area code | didn’t recagnis
| tapped in the number and waited. The phone rdewa
times before a woman answered. | asked for a random
name, wrong number style, just to have a brief
conversation with her. She was helpful and pleasztm
had a mature voice and | estimated her to be in her
sixties or seventies. | came to the inspired ciciu
that this was Burch’s mother. Who would’ve guesited
It seems even bad guys have mothers. Some are even
nice to them.

The second number had a 562- area code, which
meant something to me but | couldn’t place it. llech
the number up and it turned out to be a haulaggaaom
based at the Port of Long Beach, California. Thasw
more useful than a natter with his mom, but | caiildo
anything with it just yet.

69

The final entry in the register showed the call had
been about ten minutes in duration. | dialled thmber.

It rang for a while then cut through to an answer
message. The owner was probably screening his; calls
wasn’'t going to answer to an unknown caller. The
message was short and the voice was that of a eniddl
aged man. It was gruff and gravelly like he’d snbkés
body-weight in cigarettes since breakfast.

From my chat with Burch earlier | gathered he was i
town for business, for some kind of deal, but Indid
know what. Being incarcerated wouldn’t have beer pa
of his plan so | knew that as soon as he was out he
would have had to rearrange any meeting he’'d set up
was pretty sure gravel-tones was who he was sugdpose
to be meeting. | just didn't know where or whenh#
had missed the first appointment, then it wouldopiay
be soon. He may already be late. He may have been
waiting for the guy at Satori where I'd met him.igh
was rotten luck. If I'd known all this at the time
wouldn’t have approached him in the first place.

| needed to make contact with gravelly but | cotldn
risk a conversation. | needed to elicit some infatron
without setting off too many alarm bells. | tappeedext
message in Burch’s phone and fired it into therethe

Can't talk. Need
more time. 10pm,
Bar Satori?

Suggesting a new time was easy, but I couldn’t just
say ‘same place’ because | didn't know where thed.wW
had a punt at Satori. If | was right it would jssem like
I was confirming the location. If | was wrong | rexp
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the question mark would indicate | was suggesting a
change of venue.

Assuming | heard back, 10pm would give me a
couple of hours to freshen up and straighten my
thoughts. To this end | headed back to my hotgbdu

| spend a lot of time moving from hotel to hotetsle
days, which can involve significant context switslie a
theme-crazed town like New Meadows.

The trouble with themes is that there are not snyma
of them — not so many that can be recognisably
shammed at least. If you frequent the occasiomalyfa
dress party you'll know what | mean. The same twkeb
themes being recycled time-after-time. Hotels ace n
different.

The Edwardiantherefore, was a little refreshing. On
the face of it, hundred-year-old England was aobin
unusual choice of concept — much less scope for
architecturally challenging structures and gaudgriar
design. | was born and raised in England so was no
stranger tactualold buildings. Granted, The Edwardian
was a little bit more plastic than the real thibgt it was
a great deal more authentic than, say, the twenty-f
storey igloo across the street, or the erectionrdtve
road that, shall we say, needs no further intradoct

The lobby of The Edwardian was all wood panelling,
slender furniture and classical paintings hanginghee
walls. There wasn’'t any neon in sight. It was quite
strange. There was of course a handy casino, edtuat
conveniently between the reception and the elesator
Those Edwardians did love their one-armed bandits.

Back in my room | ran a bath, complete with lavende
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oil and rose petals. Seriously, who do you thindm?
No, it was a strictly straight-guy bath, with justo or
three complimentary bottles of generic cleansing
substance emptied into it to make it good and bubbl
The porcelain bath was in the centre of the room,
freestanding on little cast-iron feet. The tapsenackel-
plated with ceramic inlays on top sayihgt andcold,
beside each of which was one of my feet hanging ove
the edge. I've noticed that most baths are cleady
designed with adult humans in mind. Either thathay
are not intended for lying down in, which just sedike

a crazy design assumption from the start, but wloak
know?

My right arm rested on the side of the bath to
facilitate the clutching of a large tumbler of stuot |
don't really like scotch; it was just the most mase
drink | could think of to offset the effeminate feag of
my current pursuit. Trust me, | wouldn’t dream of
touching an Appletini until I'd gotten at least @uple of
fist fights under my belt first.

| allowed myself to slip down a little into the vmar
water, just chilling-out, relaxing a little. Themddenly
there was an almighty ear-shattering sound, like
someone in a china shop had gotten a little boneldsat
the gravity switch to Up.

So, herein lies some advice. When your phone is on
vibrate, donot leave it on a porcelain toilet cistern,
unless youwo intend to wake the recently departed ... on
the fourteenth floor.

| climbed back into the skin | had just jumped ofjt
shook the excess water from my hands and grableed th
phone. The message read:
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Game on.

10pm OK. Has to
be BlueJay. Be
there this time.
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Eight

Eye for an Eye

Conner arrived at the lock-up, on a dirty streetlon
east side of town. From the faded sign above tloe do
looked like it used to be a mechanic’'s workshope Th
front consisted mostly of a closed metal shuttarge
enough to drive a truck through. To the side of the
shutter there was a door with a blacked-out windbine
black-out paint showed fine scratches in places and
when Conner brought his eye up close he could see a
flickering light from behind. He turned his ear tioe
window and could just make out the muffled tonethef
Friday night TV schedule.

Conner took out his gun and rapped the barrel en th
shutter doors a few times. After a moment of n@he
tapped again, louder this time. If the babysitteside
was worth his fee he would know to ignore whoevasw
knocking. If he was religious he may also choospré&y
for his visitor's disappearance. Conner knew tBist he
wasn’t going anywhere. He banged the shuttersrd thi
time just for luck, then on the fourth attempt mowe
hitting on the window.

Finally, there was a reaction, of silence — thehiad
been muted. Someone was coming to investigate.
Conner took two paces back.

‘Who is it?’ a voice called from behind the glass.



‘Police,” Conner replied with complete integrityore
of the last sincere statements he would be offetiray
man. ‘I suggest you open the door.’

Conner gave the man a moment to consider his option
— singular. If he refused it would be obvious heswa
hiding something. If he complied it might turn dhe
nice policeman was just making a neighbourly viSit,
at least, it would give the heavy a better changeop a
swift bullet into the cop’s head if his hand wasilke
forced.

Sure enough, after a moment, the door opened a
crack. Conner took another pace back, not wantng t
crowd the guy, fully aware of the bullet-in-the-dea
scenario. He held up his badge at arms length.

‘Officer?’ the guy said as sweet as his motherigl@p
pie. ‘How can | help?’

‘You can help by staying calm and listening caigful
to what | have to say. If you do, everything wid bool,
and we can all go back to our Friday night ententent.
OK?’

‘OK.” The hired-help was apprehensive, not quite
sure what to make of the situation.

‘Good. First, | need you to know that | am mic’'eal u
to a radio.” Conner lifted his coat to reveal a exv
personal radio inside. ‘And round the corner thera
car with two cops in, listening right now. Got that

The thug at the door got twitchy but he didn’t make
move.

‘We know you are holding a man against his willtBu
this is your lucky night. You hit the bonus balhéed to
talk to him in connection with an unrelated casedA
can't afford any fuss, you understand? All you h&wve
do is go back to your goggle-box and keep on gaggli
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and in half-an-hour I'll be out of your hair and wib
never see this face again. Won't that be nice éu?yOr
... we can do this the hard way?’

Once again Conner allowed a moment for the thick-
skulled heavy to consider his options. Eventuathe
door opened a little wider and Conner got his fiysbd
look at the man behind it. He was not a big man and
Conner pegged him as good with a knife rather than
good with his fists. He had a wide untrustworthgefa
and a grade-one stubble from chin to scalp.

‘Is there anyone else in there with you who youdnee
to relay this information to?’

‘No,” the man grunted.

Conner wanted to be sure there weren’'t any trigger-
happy gun-touters around who didn’'t know the score;
didn’t know that anything they tried would be broast
to the supposed cavalry.

Conner stepped into a greasy office which was
virtually bare apart from a portable TV on a work
surface, and a swivel chair. The man nodded taltiue
at the other end of the office, then resumed his TV
watching position.

“Turn it up,” Conner suggested as he walked past th
happy viewer.

At the end of the office there were windows and a
door looking out onto a large workshop area. Conner
stepped through the door. The workshop was almost
empty too, save for a few bits of old cars lyinguard: a
dented fender, an exhaust back-box, a stack of bald
tyres.

The few strip-lights above that remained operationa
cast a sallow pool of light into the room, succekgf
creating thatEerie Chill ambience that was so popular
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with thugs these days. The floor looked as though a
thousand cars, living and dead, had deposited -layer
upon-layer of grease, engine oil, gasoline and eubb
upon it, leaving it with a grimy sheen.

And in the centre of the cavernous space was dylone
figure on a chair, tied to an upright steel staochiThe
figure was kitted out in a loose orange jumpsue li
those worn by convicts — which seemed like an odd
touch to Conner — and had a hood over its head.

Conner was here alone. He had figured that he
couldn’t go to the police with what he knew becabse
wasn’'t supposed to know it. It would almost ceffain
end in his suspension from the force. Besides,ithe'td
really see what good that would do anyone. It may
protect Bigby, but that was exactly what the thugse
trying to do anyway: protect him and keep him ireon
place.

What Conner really wanted was to bust Bigby out,
because he was key to the rug trade investigatierd
rather the guy was back on the street. But it wadate
for that. Bigby was due in court in a little oveortly-
eight hours. If he found his way to the street exith
would only be for a couple of days until he waskoac
inside, or he would do a runner and skip bail. 8es)
busting him out was way too risky. Conner hadnmheo
that far off the rails yet.

So he’d figured his best option was to get in, get
some info, and get out. That was the plan.

He walked towards the centre of the room, his
footsteps echoing hollowly about the walls. When he
was standing directly behind the orange-clad figoee
made some suitably threatening noises with hisufine—
like click. Guns only make two noiseslick and bang
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The former is usually far more productive. The hebd
head, which had been bowed forward, twitched at the
sound.

‘Right, I'm going to keep it simple because we
haven’t got much timeYouhaven’'t got much time.’

Conner walked around to stand in front of the man.

‘Your life depends on how you answer the next three
questions. Ready?’

The figure’s head moved a little and there was a
muffled sound. Conner knew that Bigby would be
gagged and so didn’t expect a verbal responsg¢ist

‘Here we go. What is the real name of the man who
bailed you? Why did he bail you? Where can | find
him?’

Conner glanced back toward the office. The thug was
not in sight. The glow from the TV still flickereainto
the walls. He holstered his gun. Not somethingilked|
doing in such a precarious situation but he nedubed
hands to lift the bottom of the hood and removegag.
Bigby did not know who Conner was, of course. And
Conner wanted it to stay that way. Didn’'t want dyes
of this rug dealer falling on his face.

He took a step forward, reached out toward the hood
then froze.

Something wasn'’t right.

Something his peripheral senses had clocked a
moment before was suddenly ringing alarm bells.

He walked back behind the chair. The arms of the
detainee were gaffer-taped together tightly atvinists.

He bent over to take a closer look at the handsen he
jumped back.

‘Fuck,” he expleted.

Suddenly, he was no longer in control. A moment
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ago he had all the information. He knew where he.wa
He knew the game. He knew the players. He wasen th
driving seat.

Now, he was not. Now, he was a passenger.

The person before him ... was not Bigby.

He didn’t know the players any longer, and he didn’
know the game. All bets were off.

For a moment he thought about just running liké. hel
Running away from this dark place. That way he migh
just stay alive. Might make it into the sodium glai
the streets outside. But however far he ran, helldog
in the dark. And that wasn’'t good enough. Not any
moare needed to see who the person was sitting in the
chair. He needed that knowledge.

He knew that to see ... meant to be seen.

But that was a trade he was willing to make.

An eye for an eye.

He steeled himself for what he had to do. He ptante
his feet firmly, shoulder-width apart, facing thergon
before him. His heart was racing as if it knew stimmg
he didn’t. As if it knew how this moment would clygn
everything. He took a deep breath then reachechmait
lifted the hood.

And the face he saw made him jump in horror. Not
that it was a horrific face — just unexpected.

It was, in fact, a pretty face. familiar face.

It was Mila’s.

Her head hung low and her eyelids were heavy to the
point of being closed. Now he really had no ideatvh
was going on. He'd seen her only a couple of hours
before when she walked out of the Crown.

He was spooked — big time.

For the moment he left Mila. He rushed toward the
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office, pulling out his gun as he did so. The @fiwas
empty. The TV was blaring reruns of Friends, hig
friend had gone. Conner burst through the door tmo
street, looking quickly in every direction. A camtliag
couple in the shadows jumped and scuttled away, but
there was no one else.

His flight instinct kicked in aggressively. Thereasv
no time for reasoning. He had to get the hell afvam
here fast. Somewhere saiéenhe could think.

He ran back into the office and started rooting
frantically through drawers for anything sharp. Tahece
was abandoned and everything had been taken by the
previous occupier.

‘Damn it,” Conner exclaimed as he slammed the last
drawer shut, but didn’t hesitate before hammerimg t
butt of his gun against the office window. It boadoff
on the first attempt, but a second blow smashexigéir
through. He pulled the sleeve of his coat overhand
and picked up a long shard. Then he ran back ta Mil
and slashed through the tape around her wrists and
ankles, with swift, precise motions.

He ripped the final piece of tape from her moutld an
she flinched, but only a little.

‘Mila, can you hear me?’

There was a groan but nothing else.

‘Come on. We have to go.’

He put her arm around his shoulder and tried to get
her to her feet, but she would take no weight. e o
time to teach a rag doll to walk so he slipped right
arm under her knees and lifted her up.

He staggered determinedly to the exit making a
mental note to give up smoking the next day.

The street he stumbled onto was the kind of sthest
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few pedestrians dared to venture down and hence eve
fewer taxis bothered to canvass.

Caling a cab would involve a frustrating
conversation with directory inquiries just to get a
number — or a visit to the seedy bar across tleetstvith
his dead-weight date. That would be followed by a
frustrating call to a cab company. Followed by a
frustrating wait for the cab to arrive. Conclusion:
frustrating.

Stealing a car was an option, with just two minor
drawbacks: one, Conner did not know how to stezra
and, two, there were no cars in this neighbourhood
worth stealing — presumably they already had been.

The occasional brave soul did risk their life dniyi
down the street, being sure not to travel slow ghdor
any opportunistic thieves to whip off the hub-cafs.
commandeering a willing citizen seemed like theyonl
option.

Conner stepped into the road. The first two cars
swerved around him and blasted their horns in amlypv
zealous fashion. He stepped further into the roatithe
next car screeched to a halt; its driver leapingaimost
before the vehicle had come to a stop.

‘What the fuck are you —’

‘Shut it Conner said with such authority the dmv
was silenced immediately. ‘I'm a police officer. Gre
to the nearest street with a cab on it.’

The man opened the rear door of the saloon and
helped Conner load Mila onto the back seat. Conner
followed her in.

The car owner set off with a new sense of civig/dut
not quite sure whether having a harassed policeiman
the back seat meant he should rigidly adhere todhd
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laws or actively flout them. He judged correctlhatimow
was not the time to ask the question, so decidgdsto
take the middle road, as it were. He drove a coople
blocks — half-jumping one light and not-quite cogi®
a complete stop at a give-way — then took a rigitb o
Fifth, where there would be cabs-a-plenty.

Taxis in New Meadows are rather like the hotels —
flamboyant and largely impractical. Most of thene ar
themed; a lot of them are stretched; far too mdrtijrem
are pink with bunny-girls in the back; and oneham is
a Lamborghini.

Conner managed to flag down a regular one: yellow
in colour with an ethnically-minor driver boasting
language skills just sufficient to completely
misunderstand where you want to go. This wouldb®ot
a problem for Conner. After he’d bundled his pagsen
from one car to the other — making a mental notge
up doughnuts the next day — he resorted to the mode
day Lingua Franca, the emergent international laggu
of capitalism.

‘McDonalds,’ he barked. The cabbie looked confused
momentarily until Conner affirmed with a sharp,
‘Drive!’; and the cab pulled confidently into thiow of
traffic almost embedding itself into a gem-studded
stretched Hummer full of GI Jane bachelorettes.

They had to drive almost two whole blocks to reach
the nearest big yellow M. At the drive-thru Conner
picked up a sweet black coffee and then issueadmns
globalised instruction to the driver:

‘Holiday Inn.’

All the Holiday Inns were on the outskirts of tovan,
it didn’t really matter which one. He just neededbie
someplace else.
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The coffee wasn't for him, it was for Mila. He

assumed she had just been sedated. If so she should

slowly start to lift out of her lethargy, and cadfevould
speed the process. It was a shame he didn’'t haye an
more uppers on him. Conner began to pop the lithef
coffee, which was a task impossible to achieveion f
standing without spilling half the cup’s contenits.the
back of a cab, crotch-scalding was a mandatory
outcome. Fortunately, McDonald’s heat their drikigit
coffee to the tepid heights of four-and-a-half eéegr
above body temperature for just this reason. After
confirming this via a few splashes to his pantptiethe

lid back on and started feeding it to Mila throubh lid-
spout, whilst cradling the back of her lolling headh

his other hand.

‘Drink,” he said encouragingly. She made some kind
of moaning-cum-gurgling sound in response which he
took as a positive development from straight mognin

After the coffee was drained he scoped their locati
and determined they were only about three milesfro
the nearest Holiday Inn — so it would take anothere
twenty-five minutes to get there at their breakknec
speed of stationary. He decided to phone ahead and
make a reservation to minimize any lobby-based
commotion on his arrival with old Ragdolly Anna lokes
him. Then, finally, he sat back and took a moment t
contemplate his predicament.

He opened the car window a crack to get some air,
but the air outside was warm and humid. He watc¢hed
people on the busy sidewalk pass by the window, and
kind of wished it wasn't because they were tramglli
faster than he was.

Any one of them could be the enemy now. Someone
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was messing with him, but he didn't know who. It
seemed unlikely in the extreme that it was some fun
loving feds warning him to stay away from Bigby.
Surely they would use official channels if they knke
was still digging around. It could be the bail-bsndin
reaping some revenge for his clerk-beating fun dpein
interrupted. But he’d have to be truly crazy tortsta
kidnapping cops if he wanted to stay in business.
Scariest of all, it could be one of the rug tradgangs.
Maybe his cover had been blown by one of his
informants. But they would have simply dispatch&d h
by now. Subtle games are not their style.

Whoever it was knew a lot about him, which was
scary. They knew his actions and they knew MilaatTh
was why he had to get somewhere neutral fast. iéot h
place, or Mila’s. Even a hospital would be too yisight
NOw.

Once in the hotel room, Conner stayed with Mila
until she could accomplish the feats of sitting and
monosyllabic discourse unaided.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘Walking,” she said slowly with a slight slur. ‘Man
grab.” Then she clumsily mimed a syringe motionhwit
her first two fingers and thumb against her uppen.a
Conner inspected the puncture wound. She seentesl to
livening up as time passed and he was confidenstia
had been injected with nothing more than a sedative

‘What else do you remember?’

‘Sleep’. She shrugged and gave half a smile at the
thought of slumber.

‘I know,” he said compassionately, realising thatavi
would be providing little in the way of useful
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information given that she had been unconscioushier
whole ordeal.

There was only one thing left. He had to pay a tsi
Kent the clerk. He sighed heavily at the prospefd.
guided Mila to the bed and pulled the duvet over he

‘Stay here and don’t answer the door to anyone,’ he
instructed, though was fairly confident that suctask
was way beyond her current abilities.

Conner thudded on Kent's apartment door. He'd
buzzed a different apartment’s number to get let the
building, just so he had the satisfaction of thudgdon
Kent's door. After a moment the door opened and the
person behind it was dragged into the corridor oy t
lapels of his pin-striped pyjamas.

‘Talk” was all Conner said as he pushed him up
against the wall.

‘What?’ the clerk whimpered.

‘What do you mean what? It wasn’t Burch in that
lock-up.’

‘Huh? Yes it was. Your guys picked him up a couple
of hours back. | assumed you’d sent them.’

Conner loosened his grip.

‘What?’ he stated again — a sentiment he thougkst wa
worth reiterating. He let go of Kent. ‘Stay there.’

Conner made some calls to confirm what Kent was
saying. Sure enough, Bigby was back in custody.

Deep down Conner had known Kent would know
nothing. He was a pawn just like Conner was.

He began making his way back to the Holiday Inn —
on foot this time. All his ends were dead. Thereswa
nothing more he could do. His heart rate hadropded
below about one-eighty since he first popped a
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methamphetamine clone two hours ago. Now he was
crashing big time.

Back in the hotel room, Mila was fast asleep and
breathing normally. Conner grabbed the spare btanke
from the wardrobe and collapsed onto the sofa. The
multitude of aches across his body had mergedan®
holistic dull pain. But in a rare moment of posiivhe
counted this as a good thing. He had no idea wh® wa
messing with him, but he knew one thing: if theyd ha
wanted him dead, he would be dead by now. The fact
that he could still feel pain was very reassuring.
Reassuring enough to allow him to sleep.
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Nine

Dressed to Sell

BlueJay was the trendiest and therefore most
expensive place to hang out in town. | arrived aod)
time, to give me a chance to settle in. The twagdar
bouncers on the door looked me up and down with
suspicious eyes. | flashed my most opulent lookimge
at them, which proved rather ineffectual so | fledla
fifty at them instead to marginally better results.
received half a nod from one of them that clearly
articulated he would allow me to pass but that las w
offended by my mere existence. | didn't argue. |
respected the fact that his eyebrows alone wernerbet
communicators than most cab drivers around theds. pa
| stepped into a large atrium.

Let me take this opportunity to tell you about the
retail phenomenon that is BlueJay. It is not a dziath
bar or restaurant. It is a whole new concept ingbere
of ... well, there is no genre — that’s the poBiteJay is
a cross between a bar, a restaurant and a cldibres-s
The idea is that you get the chance to browse ayd b
the latest fashionable apparel whilst enjoying yimad
and drink — or waiting for it to arrive.

Items of clothing for sale are deposited about the
place in a seemingly random, but actually extremely
strategic, fashion. The staff are all dressed iclpasable

garments too. And each time they nip out back tchfe
your curly fries they are preened and styled liaevalk
models — which they mostly are. It is well undeosto
that nothing will sell a product better than drapinover
someone unfeasibly attractive, or draping someone
unfeasible attractive over it — whichever is geaioally
more plausible.

The clothes for sale are those brands deemed lguitab
for the clientele. Not the ridiculously expensivade-to-
measure shit; just whatever are the coolest ofstiedf
brands at the time. The kind where someone on an
average wage would only have to forgo a single vgeek
pay for a pair of boxer shorts. That kind of level.

This concept of plying vain fashion victims with
alcohol to the point of intoxication and then oifer
them the opportunity to buy overpriced branded stesn
genius; and you have to hand it to the smug mandseti
bastards who dreamt up the idea.

BlueJay, New Meadows, was the original, established
only about five years ago. It proved so succestsiat
there are now a couple of dozen stores open orirggpen
across the major cities of America.

I made my way into the establishment, studying the
environment and its denizens as | moved. At théesab
some people watched foot-tall holograms of theneselv
meandering amongst beer glasses and plates of sjacho
sporting the latest catwalk styles. This was atpmafty
piece of kit new to this flagship BlueJay stored avas
creating quite a stir with the punters. | noticemvhthe
holograms all looked particularly more stunning —
usually about seven or eight pounds more stunning —
than their real-world counterparts, and decided itha
wished to try something on I'd use a method lesndp
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silicon-minded interpretation.

| cut my way through the crowd, heading for theyéar
circular bar at the centre of the roothie best place to
take a reasonable stab at not looking too conspgby
myself. The bar itself was rather like those you find at a
sushi restaurant in that it had a conveyor beltinom
inside it. Only, instead of cold rice and raw fisi,
proffered trendy urban kickers and neatly pleatehas.
You had to be real careful where you waved youditre
card in these places.

| grabbed a stool at the bar and got myself a daimdk
some cigarettes. | don’'t actually smoke, by the .way
Well, | do in the strictest sense of the word, hatt|
occasionally suck air through smouldering sticksrdd
tobacco. But it's not through pursuit of pleasuaad
that’s the difference. And I'm not just some latadtict
in denial. | genuinely hate the things. They malefeel
nauseous, and that’'s not a sensation | wish tofpay
Nevertheless, | feel that my role and my associated
image necessitates that | light up from time toetim
Especially in places like New Meadows; especialhew
I’'m on the hunt for bad guys. It just seems right.

BlueJay was getting busier with the evening crowd.
could hear them but | wasn’t paying particular rtita.

My beer was company enough for the moment. As such,
was slightly irked, not to mention surprised, wizgepoung
semi-transparent lady rose up beside my beverage. A
extension to their holographic mannequin technoldgy
presumed.

‘Hi,” she said in a song-like tone. She had a tightk
bob showing off large heart-shaped earrings and was
dressed in a pink cat suit. ‘Don’t forget to trgatr loved-
one this Valentine day. Be sure to visit our praoal
display in the West Wing to check out our exclusive
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designer range of lingerie from only the best nanmes
ladies’ fashion. Thank you for visiting and happy
Valentine.” The six-inch saleswomen gave a thedtric
wink and faded out classily with a slight wibble her
edges.

‘Fuck off,” | said politely and brought the glass my
lips before any more bar-top peddlers decidedytaheir
luck.

| took a second to reflect on my plan: scope oet th
place for my mark and then ... decide what to dgt.ne
Okay, maybe not ahole second. The plan was in quite a
nascent form, but | didn’t let its brevity troubtee.

BlueJay was large. It sprawled across two floorsh w
several bars and many different nooks for its tdiknto
hang out in. There were at least a couple of huhdesple
currently enjoying its services. This would make it
impossible to study everyone, but overall it maldiegs
easier. | could blend in here whilst trying to itnthe
man Jackson Burch was supposed to be meeting. fAnd i
didn’t succeed, | could employ a far more fiendiséthod
to determine which of the many revellers he wasould
text him and ask where he was sitting.

| scanned the local vicinity. Most people were ixeal
groups or couples; most were late twenties/eaityigh. |
was happy to rule out all of these. Although, | wasesally
sure who lwaslooking for. Certainly a little older; say, in
his forties. Maybe on his own but quite likely witme or
two other guys. At least one of the other guys liedde to
be large and thuggish. The main man though, | wasw’
sure about. He certainly didn’t have a plum in misuth,
from his accent, but he insisted on meeting in Biyeso
he wasn’t allergic to sophistication. Despite hisuffy
brogue he was likely to be quite a slick operator.

As | was studying the locals, my attention was draa
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a mild hubbub which erupted next to me. Two guyskto
stools just around from where | was sitting, ustidresre

by an overly-hospitable gentleman wearing a blagk s
with a gold name badge on the lapel. | assumedatier
was the manager of BlueJay — or a senior employee o
some kind anyway. He introduced the two men to @ine
the stunning female members of the bar staff, and
encouraged her to ply them with free drinks. Thiea t
manager left, all smiles and flattery. | checked the two
guys. One of them looked familiar but | couldn’tapé
him. | hate that. I'm pretty good with faces. | rember
lots of them, but | don’t always know who they gahw|
closed my eyes in concentration, tapping my fingershe
bar-top in an it's-on-the-tip-of-my-brain kind of aw.
Eventually, it returned to me. He was a pro-basdebal
player; a hitter for the local team. | had seen lbimthe
news recently. | guess that counted him as a minor
celebrity in these parts, deserved of free drinks the
honour of his patronage.

| didn’t know the guy he was with. Maybe anothene
player, or his agent. I'm not really into these Aroan
sports. | know enough trivia to get me by in casual
conversation with a native. Although, to be honegsiy
don’t have to know much. Get talking to a guy whio'®
his sports and he’ll do all the running.

The hitter was loud and obnoxious as might be
expected of someone earning a house-a-week in
endorsements alone. His companion was fielding the
batter's every word with well-practised sycophantiiey
were interesting subjects, it was true, but theyewé my
men — so to speak. So | did my best to divert ngngéibn
awaypdrdmwtheld. have succeeded if it weren't for what
happened next.

The manager returned with a woman who he introduced
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to the men; and all hope of keeping my mind on jtie
was lost. The woman was extremely distracting,nmtin
the way you are thinking. Not that she wasn't gretr
whatever, but that's not the point.

That is a long way from the point.

She was tall and immaculately turned out. Everyione
here was smartly dressed, like they were movingtamn
classy nightclubs after. But she was dressed lieegas
moving on to a classy movie premiere after.

She was wearing a wine-coloured dress and bladk hig
heels. She had Latin features and coffee-colowied Her
dark hair was swept back revealing pixie-like edirsm
which long slender earrings hung almost to her kleos.

But all these superficial aesthetics were meangsgle
and irrelevant; rendered so by the magnitude ofsangle
quality. A quality that she exhibited to the wondith
undiluted openness. Yet one the world did not dare
notice.

No one knew how special she was. | was confident of
this fact because there was only one person ompthrset
that could possibly understand the uniqueness ©f th
woman; who could comprehend her significance.

And that person had just spat his drink acrossbtre
top.

But to understand whghewas so special ... you have
to know more aboune

You have to know who | am; where | came from.

You have to know what | cadfo.

| have to take you back to the very start. To whieadl
began.
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PART TWO

Reading and Writing

Ten
Finding a Path

When | was a kid, growing up in England, | natyrall
assumed that | was going to be a superhero. ffiegrlst
natural belief for young boys. It is the only wayrake
sense of the world at that age. It just doesn'thsee
logical that you will grow up to be one of thosermal
adult creatures, with mundane things like cars jabd
and back pockets. Indeed, discovering that teaitowe
capes are not sufficient for human flight is almagite
of passage for young boys.

But, | wasn’tthat dumb. | knew | wasn’t a superhero
yet— not till | was at least sixteen. | hadn’t pugeeat
deal of thought into what my super power might hest
so long as | was tough | wasn't too worried.

As the years went by | grew to suspect that life
wasn’t going to pan out quite as anticipated, whiels a
bit of an annoying revelation. But as with most
childhood revelations there was a long period of
uncertainty that dulled any pain that might ensliee
reality of my superhero future gradually driftedt ad
my consciousness, hitching a lift on Santa’s sleigh

Growing up, it seems, is just a whittling away of
fantasies to the bones of everyday life; and thet ne
phase of my whittling was that of super-delusioms i
more feasible aims. Feasible only in the sensetttegt



were not prohibited by the laws of nature.

At the age of fourteen | decided | was going to be
successful and maybe a little bit famous. | wabkeeit
going to be an accomplished sports star, a wealthy
entrepreneur or a respected academic. Some people
choose singer, doctor, writer, etc., but these werdop
three. | wasn’t sure which one yet. | assumedwlusid
just become apparent to me when the time was right.

Of course, it doesn’t quite work like that. By abou
seventeen | figured this much out. To be the negatg
baseball playér I'd already left it about twelve years too
late to start being any good at it. So, the fifsiny top
three whistled past without me even getting a s\aini¢y

Strike one.

On starting university | quickly realised |1 wasn't
going to be a world famous scientist either. I'mtewa
smart guy, but to be an academic you need to e,qui
well, academic. | found my physics degree prettyyea
but it didn’t turn me on — not beyond the five heowf
labs and lectures a day. After that, | found othargs to
interest me. I'll let you decide if that was Natabn
Geographic  supplements or national drinking
competitions. Either way, no Nobel prize for phgsic
heading my way.

Strike two.

Entrepreneur it had to be. That was my last shot. |
had this mate at university. Well, not really a endile
just hung around with us and we put up with him

Yin fact, it was actuallyennisl wanted to excel at as a child,
not having been exposed to American sports, but the whole
analogy breaks down so run with it.
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because we had an inkling he'd be useful to know on
day. This proved to be the case in our second ydsn
he set up a bunch of adult web-cams in his halls of
residence and enlisted local sixth-form schoolgtds
staff them. He made an absolute mint — and twas girl
pregnant. I'm not saying his particular display of
business acumen was commendable, or indeed ethical,
but it did show balls — on more than one count & i&n
made me realise | didn’'t have the tenacity to heuly
successful entrepreneur.

Strike three.

Out.

Time to worry. Incredibly, it was starting to lotike
| wasn’t actually going to grow up to be a megduric
superstar. It was starting to look like | was thedkof
guy who wouldn’t have a story to tell.

| have a story to tell.

My epiphany came in my third year at university,
high on caffeine and checking out a girl in Staksuc

But let me rewind briefly, because the path to this
moment of clarity began the day before when | haehb
on the hunt for something in my room. Being a stide
and having only been in my current room for abbue
months — oh and not being a girl — about ninetygeeit
of my belongings were still in boxes under my bkd.
dug one out in my search, and as | was riflinguftoits
contents | came across an old book that I'd hadesin
was a kid. Now, | don't do superstition in geneialt
occasionally you can get caught up in one by aatide
When you do, you can’t escape it — and it has g el
effect. If you come to believe that you have a yuphir
of underpants then you will feel more confident virgg
them, and be more likely to succeed at whatewvsryibu

96



want to be lucky at doing in your underpants — unim,
you see what | mean. But on the flip side ther msuch
greater effect. If yodorget your lucky underpants — or
rabbit’'s foot, or horseshoe, or whatever — it iy on
your mind so much that yowill be less successful.

On a number of occasions this book that I'd
rediscovered had helped me decide what path todake
helped me find answers to some question or other.
Before you take me for some religious zealot, l& m
reassure you that this book is not the Bible or atier
holy text. Although, maybe it could be offered as a
atheist’s scripture; a collection of secular teaghtales
for the non-spiritual.

The world doesn’t need gods, just guiding words.

Whatever it was, the idea got lodged in my mind tha
this book was a guiding mascot, and so for evermore
was stuck with it — like a set of bad lottery numsbe
Heaven forbid | ever lose the damn thing.

| hadn’t really paid any attention to it for agéswas
just an object in my life that | unconsciously saorted
from one place to another — like my bladder. Ors thi
occasion, for whatever reason, | paid it greatedhe

Its cover was dated, in a way that made you wotfider
anyone twenty years ago had any aesthetic appogciat
at all; like looking at photos of your parents imeir
youth. The cover was a sickly pale green, frameith wi
garish blue and white triangles, and adorned vatigd
blue lettering in a selection of ugly fonts.

The hand of fashion is indeed far reaching. Not jus
hairstyles and clothes, but bathrooms and corporate
logos and, yes, book covers. It made me wonder lhow
could look upon something with disgust today that a
room full of designers twenty years before thought
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looked pretty swish.

Hadwe changed? Or had theorld?

Anyway, | sat down and thumbed through the book. |
stopped on a story and read the first paragrapé.tdle
immediately leapt back into my mind. It was aboisoy
dying from polio. He overhears doctors telling his
mother that he will be dead by morning, and knowing
this he gets his mother to manoeuvre the dresshisin
bedroom such that via the mirror on top he would be
able to see the sunset one last time. When theesuns
comes he watches it so intently that all obstatieits
way are blanked out by his mind.

The message of this tale is that you must always ha
a goal. No matter what your situation you must gkva
have an aim. The fact that this was a true storglana
all the more potent.

But there wasnothermessage — for me, at least. One
that was far more important. For me, it was notttie
that was most pertinent, but who it was about. And,
crucially, what he became. | knew a little aboumh hbut
soon | would realise | needed to know more.

It was all to become clear the next day, with tiré g
in the café, when thoughts of the story would metiar
me and coalesce in my mind; and change the direofio
my life forever.

The café was pretty busy. I'd just acquired my ever
priced beverage and was looking for a place to sit,
worthy of the eat-in supplement. | made my way talva
a small clearing at the far side of the room. At fame
time a young woman did likewise from a different
direction. There was an awkward moment of polite
motionings until we eventually arranged ourseMasua
two small tables that were virtually touching.
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| wasn't sure if this was one of those situatiorisere
it was acceptable to actually say something to harot
person. In most cases it seems to be a socialfasixo
initiate unsolicited discourse with a stranger. sThi
activity is considered the domain of weirdos andriti
muggers.

Regardless, | was not endowed with sufficient gocia
bravery to do so anyway. So | merely observed her i
my periphery.

If you've ever spent time watching people in a eeff
shop you’ll have noticed that generally everyonmes
prepared with a ‘primary activity'. If they are naiking
to someone, they will be tapping away at a laptap,
reading a book. No one ever just drinks coffee.

She was just drinking coffee.

She hadn’t even stripped herself of coat and scarf.
She was just cupping her beverage with both hands a
staring out of the window — her eyes focused wag in
the distance.

It didn’t take much skill to know that she was
distracted. But there was so muclditin't know. Was
she unhappy? Did she want company? Did she need
help?

These were odd questions to be asking oneself, and
the fact that | was asking them made me feel thisiast
some of the answers were yes. But | didn’t know why
felt this. Maybe it was something about her demaaro
the way her body was angled slightly toward mires t
way she didn’t busy herself with a ‘primary actyjtthe
way she had placed her bags on the seat suchhthat t
slightly encroached on my space. | didn’t knowyds
just a gut feeling, and so | couldn’t be sure.

| wondered whether, if | had been a cleverer man, |
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could have constructed a non-threatening way of
establishing the details | sought. Then, maybshé was
unhappy, I'd know what to say to make her feeldyett

Being able to read people and manipulate people in
this way was suddenly becoming very important to me
Manipulate is a word with such negative undertohes,
unjustly so. When you pay someone a compliment you
make them feel better. You've affected their mabejr
state of being — you've manipulated them moadway.

| sorely wished | had this skill at this momentek
that | could have helped this girl. At some levelould
hear her crying out to me, but | wasn'’t sure enougid
as | couldn’t be sure, | did the noble thing. ligled up
my coffee and walked away. And | never saw herragai

About fifty yards down the street | became drenched
in a sense of failure. | knew this was ridiculousad no
responsibility toward this girl, whoever she was.dl
I? Should we all accept responsibility for whoeigein
need? Maybe so.

But walking away is so much easier to do.

At that moment, | finally decided what the nextpste
in my life was going to be. At that moment, my gtor
began.
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Eleven

Seeding Genius

Shortly after my coffee-induced epiphany | made my
way to the campus library for a spot of researdhis T
was exactly the second time | had visited the iipia
my university career to date. The first time washelter
from the rain. It's true, libraries are not so wegted as
they once were, even by students.

The great thing about the modern information
landscape is that it is so incredibly easy to hanen the
very nugget of information you require, with virtiyano
physical or intellectual effort. This seems likegaod
thing, and mostly it is; but the downside comes nvtie
aforementioned nugget of information equates téd &al
paragraph of a four-hundred page book. In suchscase
you tend to lose a spot of context — like threedned
and ninety-nine pages of context.

This pattern repeats itself throughout our livese W
are forever foregoing context, for a quick hit of
concentrated information. Be it daily news or exam
revision, espresso info is what we seek.

The result of this skim-reading is the continual
erosion of our depth of knowledge, and indeed our
personalities. We are, as a society, shallower tiam
we have ever been before in the history of our.rdibe
quality of our TV is testament to this fact. We alé

sound-bite and no substance.

Hence, this seemingly innocuous trip to the library
was a noteworthy occurrence in my development. No
longer was | going to skim the web for paraphrased
titbits. | was actually going to study — | was gpito
learn something. | was going to read a text-boaknfr
pageone No, | was even going to read the preface bit
that everyone skips. Note to authors: if you want
someone to read a page, don’'t put Roman numerals at
the bottom of it.

And from where did this new found fervour
originate? Over the previous few years | had grown
despondent that | clearly hadn't become the gehius
always assumed I'd grow into. | just didifvave what it
took And that irked me. | was irked by the unfairnass
which genius is doled out. | didn’t feel it fairahthose
born with a natural gift should be awarded wealtld a
acclaim for what amounted to little more than fiytu
Whilst us average Joes had to make do with ourageer
remunerations.

Not that | saw any other way. | never found a sotut
to the inequality of the gene pool. If you thinkoab it
too hard you end up following the redbrick road to
communism; and that road has never led to any
solutions.

But as it turns out ... maybe we don’t need any.

| was obsessed with genius for so long, but it had
never occurred to me toead about it. Not until my
epiphany episode in the café. After that | dug ame
research on the topic, and it led me to an enlighte
discovery. Enlightening to the extent that it sldoloé on
the school curriculum. No, it should be a schoohtra
chanted in morning assembly.
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As it is not a school mantra then now is your only
chance. If you take nothing else from my story yabi
never even get to page one hundred and four —téhken
this simple fact, and believe it...

Geniuses armade... not born.

This is true. The quality we call genius — or entee
natural talent — arises not from innate gifts botf an
interplay of the following three ingredients:

— Averagenatural ability;

— Quiality instruction;

— And a mountain of hard work.

By way of example consider New York City’s Hunter
College Elementary School, which only accepts sitgle
with 1Qs in the topone percentile of the population, and
boasts an average 1Q that maybe only one in five
thousand people exhibit. A study of graduates ftbis
school showed that naneof them — none, zilch, zero,
nada — went on to be superstars in any field.

Even Stephen Hawking himself — one of the greatest
theoretical physicists of all time — was of omtyddling
intelligence and achievement until his mid-twenties
Only at this point, when he grew obsessive aboatkbl
holes, did he catch fire. It was the obsession wesd
key.

The truth is, the successful elite are rarely ngited
than the also-rans, but they almost invariably auked
them on the way up.

That's not to say that there ane natural prodigies
out there, for there are. But the majority of ouead
masters, from Mozart to Einstein to whomever may be
your sporting hero, made it to the top of their gamore
through hard work and good tutelage than throughtim
talent.
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And what does this mean? It means something very
profound. It means you can be who you want tolbe.
you are willing to put in the hours.

I was finally willing.

The salient points that | had missed until now were
twofold.

— One: an individual can do remarkable things when
they really put their mind to it.

— Two: if an individual wants to do remarkable tysn
... they have to put their mind td it

The difference between these two points is subtie,
massively important.

It was now that it all came together; when | gained
the unquestioning belief that this was an attamajalal:
to understand people; to read them and to rewrémt |
had faith in this in a way | had never had in amgh
before.

This was not about winning poker or picking up gyirl
— not entirely — it was about being ... well, supanan,
in a way. It was about walking down the street and
knowing | had a ‘skill'. And a worthy skill at thahot
some arbitrary skill like hitting a ball into a leolith a
metal stick.

| wasn't clear how my worthy skill was going to
benefit mankind, but | knew it could. | knew it hdte
potential, and that was good enough for now.
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Twelve

Learning fo Read

| lost count of how many books | ploughed through
when | began my learned journey. Dozens certainly,
hundreds maybe. On topics as diverse as body lgegua
face reading, cold reading, hypnotism, suggestion,
cognitive therapy, even magic. | traced my way back
through a trail of bibliographies to where the ssuof
these topics began; quickly learning to avoid ammgenn
books, which paraphrased and simplified and dastill
until all meaningful content was lost.

| tracked down second-hand, out-of-print books,
coming to associate the musty smell of aged pagits w
the kind of sincere knowledge that seemed all taoce
since commercialism had taken hold.

These tomes were home to a wealth of fascinating
characters who, by rights, should be the iconshendes
of our age, but who have been all but forgottene On
such character | need to tell you about is a maneda
Silvan Tomkins.

But first | need to explain a pattern | noticed idgr
the early phase of my studies. For it appearedadhat
each advancement of human understanding to date had
occurred in three stages: Prodigy, Professor, and
Scholar.

The Prodigy is someone with such a natural insight

that even she — for want of a gender neutral proreu
does not know from where her skill or knowledgeseasi
She will be the first person to know something lue t
first to be able to do something. But her gift asisnate
that she cannot put into words what she does dwh t
others might learn. Her talent would disappear bad
forgotten if it were not for who comes next.

The Professor will make it his life's work to
painstakingly study the Prodigy and others like, laexd
over time may uncover the mechanisms at work, and
may even learn to employ them himself. The Professo
will be best placed to articulate the workings diieih he
studies.

And so then come the Scholars, who can learn at the
leisure, standing on the shoulders of giants.

In the subject of face-reading | was the Scholglt, s
at kindergarten. Few would argue that a man célizd
Ekman took the role of Professor in this domaindAe
would not argue that a remarkable man named Silvan
Tomkins was the Prodigy.

Tomkins was born in Philadelphia in 1911, the sbn o
a dentist from Russia. He was short, and slightlgkt
around the middle, with a wild mane of white handa
huge black-rimmed glasses. And he just may hava bee
the best face reader there ever was

He was a legendary talker. At the end of a cocktail
party, fifteen people would sit, rapt, at Tomkireett
Someone would say, ‘One more question!’; and they
would all sit there for another hour and a half, as
Tomkins held forth on a diverse raft of topics that
enfolded into one extended riff.

During the Depression, in the midst of his doctoral
studies at Harvard, he worked as a handicappesa for
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horse-racing syndicate, and was so successful hibat
lived lavishly on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. td€
system for predicting how a horse would fare based
the horses standing either side of it, based oimr the
emotional relationship. Some may call it a systethers
say it was just a gift.

And when studying people, rather than horses,
Tomkins’ gift was even more profound. He could glea
all manner of secrets from a person’s face, beyond
merely their emotion. It was said he could tell an's
crime from just looking at his mug shots.

Tomkins taught psychology at Princeton and Rutgers,
and his writings showed an undeniable mark of
brilliance: no one could understand them. He wasia
Prodigy. He didn’t understand his gift well enoutgh
articulate it.

Fortunately, Tomkins had a profound effect on a
young psychologist named Paul Ekman, who had long
harboured an obsession with facial expressions.aBkm
was working on the problem of whether human facial
expressions were universal at the time of one qudati
encounter with Tomkins; one that Ekman would never
forget.

Ekman showed video footage to Tomkins of two
tribes from Papua New Guinea. All context had been
removed from the film, only close-ups of faces
remained, yet Tomkins was able to accurately descri
the nature of the two tribes. Ekman was astounded.
Playing the film in slow motion Tomkins showed Ekma
exactly how he did it, pointing out the particutariges
and wrinkles in the faces.

That was when Ekman realized that he had no choice
but to create a complete taxonomy of human
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expressions. It was an awesome undertaking. Fiost
the structure of facial muscles, he defined foheé
atomic muscular movements — Action Units as heedall
them.

He and a colleague then spent no less tharen
years cataloguing ten thousand possible Action-Unit
combinations. Most of them turned out to be
meaningless nonsense faces, but around three tiibusa
did have meaning and amounted to a complete dmecto
of facial emotions.

Crucially, what Ekman had established was that
expressions were the products of evolutioniversally
recognised — even by members of the remotest tiibes
the world. The face was part of a physiologicalteys
and so the system could be learned.

All'I had to do ... was learn it.

| began like Ekman did, sitting in a room for hoars
day, watching clips of people laughing and shoutind
crying; people that were sad or confused or scared,;
trying to see the connections between the facetlaad
feelings. When Ekman started learning he soon
assembled a videotape library which filled threeme
in his lab, and studied them to the point whereddd
look at a face and pick up a flicker of emotiont timght
last no more than a fraction of a second.

But watching clips of endless unknown faces was
beginning to drive me insane. It was too dry, tlo. fi
needed real people. | began to talk to friends and
strangers alike, trying to analyse their faces gigoke to
them. But | found myself concentrating so hard logirt
expressions that | was no longer listening to whay
were saying. It was a mental juggling act and Itkep
dropping the balls. I got a lot of odd looks indkadays.

108



| found talking within a group was the best strsitdg
could sit back and study people’s faces withoutirigav
to worry too much about responding.

The key to reading faces is micro-expressions. @hes
are the involuntary facial expressions that careaév
emotions not intended to be expressed. They often
appear only fleetingly, before the conscious mirakks
over them with an alternative message. Micro-
expressions are the leaky tap through which oue tru
emotions leak out.

At first it was impossible. | couldn't keep up. |
couldn’t spot the momentary glimpses of the all-
important micro-expressions, before they vanishiéd.
was frustrating. But | understood now that frusbrat
was just one step along the path to any goal. Eaikme
is just a step along the path. It marked the line/fach
most people would come to a halt. It was the liteng
| would have given up before. But that was why I'd
never achieved anything before. | knew now thayaill
had to do was step over the line and keep on wakkin
to pick a route and stick to it. This was my rodtat all
costs.

It was an arduous journey, there’'s no doubt, but
slowly it started to come together. Slowly, it stdrto
become natural, almost unconscious, to weave #us n
source of information into a meaning. Eventuallye t
face became more than just a face. It became an
unmistakable narration to an individual's actiorss;
subtext to their words.

One day, | recalled an event from a couple of years
before, which allowed something enlightening to daw
on me.

109

*kkkk

It was my first year at university. | was high on
something extremely legitimate, and packing a stank
gueen-high at the poker table. When | say pokde tdb
mean upturned crate in my room in halls.

The hand had gotten a little carried away, andhisy t
point | figured that if | was going down then tltateen
was going down with me. The one in my hand, that is
not the guy facing me. | think he was straight.|&&st
with respect to his sexual orientation — alas nith e
quality of his cards.

So, there | was, admirably bluffing my way towaeds
substantial student debt, now holding a paltry mdir
queens. The river had left three pretty little dietis on
the table between us, and my opponent had just gibne
in off the back of it. | stared into his eyes, mhyi
desperately to determine whether he was holdirigsh f
or a bluff, wishing that there was some way | could
know.

And then some words escaped from my mouth, and |
don’t know where they came from.

‘You're looking pretty flushed mate,’ | said.

And with that | knew — he was bluffing. | didn’t
understand at the time; how the subtle ambiguityngf
inspired statement had blind-sided his consciousdmi
just long enough for a fleeting unconscious respadns
seep out. Nobody else spotted it. Very few people
would, but | did — somehow.

*kkkk

| began to realize where all the hunches I'd hachyn
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life had come from — like the one about the girlthe
coffee shop. More profoundly, | began to realizat,tin
fact, | was not learning a new skill at all.

| was learning aold one.

| was reawakening a latent talent. It became so
obvious. Before humans had mastered the spoken, word
this was how we communicated. Wall used to read
faces. Now | could again.

And it felt ... good.

It felt ... empowering.

But power is not always a good thing. If only I'd
known that at the time.
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Thirteen
Reading for Others

Back in the mid-sixties Ekman and his team of
psychologists in San Francisco devised a set tf teas
psychologists are wont to do — and set about fomdin
individuals who had a reputation for being uncannil
perceptive. The tests’ purpose was to study pesple’
ability to detect lies told by others. Subjects Vdosit in
a darkened room and watch video footage of people w
were either lying or telling the truth. All the gabts had
to do was identify the fibbers. Simple.

The tests were given to policemen, customs offjcers
FBI officers, trial lawyers, psychotherapists anlduach
of other professionals who should have had a khack
spotting deception.

And their scores? Bang on fifty per cent. No better
than chance.

This might have been disheartening if it werenit fo
the fact that every now and then, roughly one tima
thousand, someone walked into those labs and soffred
the charts. Someone who could see something that
nobody else could.

| read about the project with excitement. | knew |
could have been the one in a thousand. That prbgett
long-since ended. But after a little research tohered
that a couple of years ago an almost identicalyshadl



been initiated and was still being conducted bgaeant of
researchers at the University of California, Saedi
They had been commissioned by the US government to
develop training programs for law-enforcement agenc

Just like most other young adults about to set ifoot
the real world, | was looking for some kind of
validation. For most people the idea of validatisna
fairly woolly concept, but for me it was black-andhite;
it was a multiple choice exam waiting to be takenttwe
other side of the pond. | contacted the team in[Hago
and said | wanted to take the test. Normally reseas
have to go hunting for willing guinea pigs so they
happily agreed; although, of course, their expenses
budget did not run to transatlantic jet-setting.

| wasn’t going to let money hold me back, so amnsoo
as | graduated | scraped together enough cash from
various bar jobs for a flight to the States. Andréhl
was, in America, ready to be prodded and probedday
sandaled boffins.

On my first day there | asked one of the psychalsgi
how they normally identified people to test. Hedsthiat
some were random but that others were invited in
because they were thought to be gifted. He tolcboait
one cop they had called up after a news reporttdiou
had been forwarded to them.

‘He was out on patrol one night,” the researcher
began, ‘parked up in an area known for prostitytion
when a guy starts to walk toward the patrol cae op
opens the window and asks an innocuous questien, th
shoots the guy dead. His partner was lik§Vvhat the
fuck did you just dg?

‘So you invited him to do the tests because he was
crazy?’ | asked.
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‘Not at all. It turned out that under the dead 'guy
trench coat there was a sawn-off shotgun ..aot a
makeshift flamethrower. He was mentally unstabld an
looking to torch the inside of a cop car — and ¢toe
could see it in his face. No one else would’'ve baiele
to see it, but he did.’

‘Right,” | said, maybe with less awe than | was
supposed to.

The technician looked at me with earnest eyes. ‘No
one has ever beaten his test scores.’

‘Ooh,’ | said slowly, making more effort this time.

Then, on my very first set of tests ... | knockbdtt
cop’s scores right out of the park.

All the boffins were terribly excited — it was cute
Me, | was just kind of satisfied. I'd come all thigay
just to prove what | already knew. | had validatimow,
but that was it. | didn’t know what this meant; wha
was going to do with my validity.

As it turned out, my lack of direction wasn't goitm
prove a problem for long. Somebody else was ready t
set my heading for me. His name was Zack Bayliss. |
got a call from him a couple of days after my firsst
and he made me an offer | couldn’t refuse. US
citizenship, good salary, company car. Even a 401K.

‘A gur?’ | queried, highlighting just how green | was.

‘Err ... a 401K is pension plan.’

‘Oh.’

On a twenty-one-year-old’'s scale of excitement,sgun
and pension plans fall at quite opposite extremes.
However, for a recently graduated student, a salary
good or otherwise — falls pretty much at the sante @
the scale as guns. Besides, this Wwaserica Needless
to say, | snapped Mr. Bayliss’s metaphorical arin of
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Zack Bayliss was a deputy director of national
intelligence, which meant he worked in the offitatt
oversaw the activities of the sixteen members efuls
intelligence community: CIA, NSA, FBI, DEA and all
the other three-letter abbreviations that are #adntial
in the States. In simple terms Bayliss wageally
important person. Not that | had any clue. And what
also didn’t know at the time was that being corgddiy
him directly was very irregular. 1 never met him in
person and rarely even spoke to him after thatdas.

My initial training was in Arlington, Virginia, whe
all the clever stuff happens. | was put to use fuber
of mundane ways: to observe interrogations, analyse
surveillance footage, and sometimes just to watslisn
reels of foreign leaders.

Eventually, | was sent into the field, but | waways
kept out of harm’s way, holed up in a nearby van or
hotel room. | didn’t know at this stage that thiasaall a
try-out. Zack Bayliss had other plans for me.

Eventually, these intentions came to light wherotl g
posted to the US defence research agency’'s head-
quarters down the road, for a spot of research and
development. This felt like an odd move and | wasn’
pleased at first. | didn’t consider myself a sagnBut
in reality that was exactly what | was. My rigorous
almost obsessive, application of research and
experimentation to acquire and hone the skills that
possessed made me more of a scientist than most PhD

The R&D team | joined had been working for some
years on developing a screening system for detgctin
‘potential hostile intent’, as they termed it. Tidea was
to develop a non-invasive remote detection system f
determining whether someone was about to do
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something bad. The potential applications of such a
system were immense: from spotting terrorists rguoai
security check-points, to mounting it on armouratrq
vehicles in war zones.

The team had experienced some degree of success to
date. Their initial approach had concentrated on
developing what was effectively a remote polygraph
machine. That is, a machine that could measure
physiological changes — pulse, blood-pressure,
perspiration — from afar. It did this by bouncirasér
beams and microwaves off people, and the mechahics
the system were sound — it achieved the aim ofgbein
able to remotely take measurements that approxémate
those of a polygraph. But the approach sufferedhfro
one major limitation: for polygraph readings to be
meaningful, a set of accurate control measurentents
to be taken for each subject. The challenge of twodo
this covertly proved to be a conundrum the resegisch
could never crack. And a system that flagged upaay
with physiological readings outside the norm wast he
useless; being as this would include those nenajus
flying at an airport or ill people in a hospital.

This would have been an effective dead end. But the
project had some big sponsors and a new projegetea
was brought in to champion a new direction. Thiseti
the approach was to develop software to analyse
people’s facial expressions, gait and body movesyent
with the same aim of identifying individuals harlbiog
malicious intent.

The system was dubbed Hostile Intention Detection
Equipment Hide. For those lucky enough not to work
in an engineering environment, allow me to exptagt
the average engineer gets pretty horny over acrenym
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like they do about Star Wars T-shirts. Sometimes an
acronym happens to spell something tangentially
pertinent and they even get excited enough to pitéea

Oftentimes, they come up with the name first, then
crowbar in vaguely relevant words in a random order
just to spell it. Before Hide was chosen | had &tov
Stealth Malicious Intention Location Equipment

The sponsors of the project also sponsored the
researchers at UCSD who ran the tests I'd voluatker
for. So when | caused a spike on their charts, iBayl
soon knew about it. By all accountswas the leading
expert intheir field.

Progress was slow but positive. It took months fast
create a system that could filter out micro-expoess
let alone divine any meaning from them. And thaswa
from a full-on face-shot. The fun of dealing with
partially-obscured, oblique footage was still tongo

Over time | began to feel very positive about my
work. It felt worthwhile. It was all about identifyg bad
intentions and preventing them from being actioned.
That had to be a good thing. | understood the ltemef
could have on society as a whole.

But that was all a long way off. In fact, it wadlsd
pipe dream. There could still be hurdles that waudd
be overcome. In this respect | felt unfulfilled. Noe
was benefiting right now and that made me uneasytab
it. I'm quite impatient, it's true.

So, in my spare time | began to dabble in my own
extra-curricular activities, trying to fulfii my #e
appointed superhero destiny.

But it wasn't just reading that | practised.

My skills came in two complimentary halves.

Reading...
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And writing.
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